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1 The ger or yurt is a round, transportable, and seasonally adaptable single room tent, used by mobile herders in Central and Inner  
Asia for centuries (Humphrey 1978; Sanders 2003).  
2 Mongolia is divided into twenty-one provinces or aimags, each of which is subdivided into a number of sums and bags. Each 
sum (district) is subdivided into a number of bags, which exist largely to organise herding households within each sum. Each 
aimag has an administrative centre and each sum has a district centre (sumin tov). Mörön is the administrative capital of 
Khövsgöl aimag, the largest province in Northern Mongolia. See Map 1.  
3 Ulaan Uul is a sum of Khövsgöl province. It includes a district centre (‘Ulaan Uul’) and a surrounding area of mixed forest-
steppe. In 2012, the total population of Khövsgöl was 124,000, while the district centre (Ulaan Uul) had approximately 1000 












































                                                
4 In Mongolia, Tengger is generally characterised as ‘Eternal Heaven’ or ‘Sky’. The worship of Tengger (or Tengri) is sometimes 
referred to as Tenggrism, where Tengger is the Sky-Father and Eej is Mother-Earth. According to Humphrey and Onon (1996), 
the concept of Tengger is not the same as the Western concept of ‘sky’ because Tengger includes the sky, the weather, and is 
seen as having a degree of agency and the will to act. In this regard, Tengger should be seen as part of a broader Mongolian 














































































                                                
5 The deel is a three-quarter length gown worn by both men and women, the winter version lined with sheepskin and the summer 
version made of silk and cotton. The deel remains the preferred clothing for Mongolian herders as it is a practical working 
garment that can withstand considerable wear and tear. A deel has a multi purpose function, acting as clothing while out herding 
or milking and as a blanket at night or when sleeping outdoors. 
6 In Mongolia ‘spirits’ are typically characterised as ‘masters’ (ezen, pl. ezed). The ezen of a locality is to provide generalised 
well being, good weather, and fertility or, if ‘angered’, drought and pestilence (Humphrey in Hirsch & O’Hanlon 1995:145). 
7An ovoo is a ritual cairn typically consisting of a pile of stones and branches indicating a pass between two valleys, or erected at 
the summit of an important or sacred mountain. Many important mountains have ovoos on their summits and the term ovoo is 















































































































































                                                
8 See	e.g.	Marchand	(2008);	Portisch	(2009);	Gieser	(2008,	2014);	Chaiklin	&	Lave	(1996);	Coy	(1989);	Harris	(2005,	
2007);	Willerslev	(2007);	Grasseni	(2009);	Downey	(2005);	Froerer	&	Portisch	(2012);	Van	Ede	(2009). 
9 See e.g. Berdahl (1999); Borneman (1997); Hann (1994); Verdery (1996, 2003); Berdahl et al. (2000); De Soto & Anderson 





















































































































                                                
10 By 2012, the number of herd animals had increased to approximately 41 million (NSOM 2017:537). 
11 The Shishged Depression is situated in Khövsgöl province (aimag), Northern Mongolia, approximately 1000km away from the 
national capital, Ulaanbaatar, and some 200km away from the provincial capital, Mörön. See Map 3.  
12 In the Shishged Depression, two negdels were established in 1956: The Happy Life Negdel (Jargalant Am’dral Negdel) in 
Ulaan Uul and the Golden Valley Negdel in Renchinlhümbe. In 1985 another negdel was established in Tsaagan Nuur 















































                                                











































                                                
14 International Labour Office (2008). 
15 Naadam is a traditional festival held once a year in the summer across Mongolia. Also called ‘the three games of men’ (eriin 
gurvan naadam), it is a two or three-day festival which includes horse racing, wrestling, and archery. While the biggest Naadam 
is held in the capital city of Ulaanbaatar, smaller Naadam are organised in the countryside around nearly every sum centre in the 
country. Each regional Naadam is highly popular and attract people from across the region, including herders and sum residents. 














































                                                
17 A black dzud (khar dzud) consists of a lack of snowfall combined with freezing temperatures, which causes drought, while a 
white dzud (tsagaan dzud) is caused by very heavy snow fall, which makes it impossible for herd animals to feed on the 



























































































                                                
18 They were influenced by World System approaches developed in the 1970s (Wallerstein 1979; Frank 1989). While Marxist 
approaches were frowned upon during the inter-war period (Graeber 2001:24), this changed due to the work of Luis Althusser 

















































                                                













































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































                                                
20 Mongolian tea is made of black brick tea boiled for long before milk and salt are added, and then brought back to the boil 
before being served. Typically, women will make tea first thing in the morning and keep it warm in water canisters or flasks 

































































































































                                                
21 Batukhan and his parents were born in the countryside of Ulaan Uul sum and have lived all their lives in the Shishged region. 
Bayarmaa was born relatively nearby in Alag-Erden sum.  
22 I use the term ‘full time’ to refer simply to those households that live on the steppe for the entire year. They are distinguished 
from those that spend part of the year on the steppe and part of the year in regional centres. 
23 In the more forested regions of Northern Mongolia herders tend to heat their stoves with wood, while in central and southern 

































                                                
24 In this regard, Batukhan’s household exhibit the traditional Mongolian kinship system of virilocal relations, whereby a 
husband and wife will stay with the father’s parents after marriage, typically erecting their ger beside them and forming a single 
khot-ail. For a discussion of Mongolian kinship (see Empson (2011).  
25 Typically, children from herding households spend nearly nine months attending boarding school in regional centres, visiting a 































                                                                                                                                      
months. While Oyun still attended boarding school in 2012, Hurelbaatar had finished high-school one year before my arrival and 
lived permanently with the household.  
26 Milk products are known as ‘white foods’ (tsaagan idee) in Mongolia and include up to one hundred different products, the 
majority made from milk taken from cattle and yaks. Herders have developed unique methods for processing milk, including 
boiling, adding bacteria from yoghurt, adding sugar, flour, as well as drying. All of these serve as important preservation 
techniques which allow milk to be stored for extended periods of time. This has fundamental implications for skills between the 
generations and for survival, as it allows households to sustain themselves while moving between encampments. 















































                                                








































                                                
29 Khövsgöl Statistical Yearbook 2012. 





















































































                                                
31 As a typical definition puts it, domestication is: ‘[T]he capture and taming by man of animals of a species with particular 
behavioural characteristics, their removal from their natural living area and breeding community, and their maintenance under 













































                                                
32 As Ingold writes: ‘I do not mean selective breeding towards a form that is physiologically dependent on man, but the element 
of socialisation of the animal into a human environment’ (1974:524) 
33 ‘[I]n contrast to the intensive, consumer driven animal husbandry techniques used with ‘domestic’ animals on Western 
farms…My definition of a co-domestic relationship is the social adaptation of animals in association with human beings by 













































                                                
34 It is significant to note in this regard that even the archaeological record suggests that dogs – which were the first animals to be 
domesticated – were domesticated as a consequence of a pre-existing (practical) symbiosis between packs of ‘wild’ canids and 
human populations (Losey 1996; Ingold 1993), suggesting a more fluid relationship between ‘wild’ and ‘domestic’ animals and 
the processual emergence of ‘close’ or ‘tame’ relations rather than a fixed moment when animals moved from being ‘wild’ to 










































































                                                
35 Airag is fermented mares milk and has a mild alcohol content. It is made by pouring milk into a cow skin bag and churned 
with a starter up to one thousand times and left to ferment overnight. It is only made in the summer when mares can be milked 
and thus its production and consumption form central parts of summer life.  
36 A gelding is a castrated male horse. In Mongolia, geldings (mor) are the most common horse used for riding, specifically as 


















































                                                
37 Zerleg means ‘wild’ or not habituated to humans. From a herding perspective, it is closely related to ‘un-tamed’ or ‘un-








































































                                                







































































































































































                                                
39 This is something that is also reproduced when the sheep and goats are placed inside the corral or enclosure during the 












































































































































































































































































































































































                                                
40 Naadam is a traditional festival held once a year in the summer across Mongolia. Also called ‘the three games of men’ or 
‘eriin gurvan naadam’, it is a two or three-day festival which includes horse racing, wrestling, and archery. While the biggest 
Naadam is held in the capital city of Ulaanbaatar, smaller Naadam are organised in the countryside around nearly every sum 
centre in the country. Each regional Naadam is immensely popular and serve to attract people from across the region, including 
















































































                                                
41 For a comparable discussion amongst reindeer herders see Anderson 2000; Habeck 2006. 
42It is significant to note in this regard that every year a number of international children’s organisations petition the Mongolian 
government to set a limit on how young a jockey can be for the annual Naadam festival, as they argue that children of five and 
six-years-old are too young to race. The fact that this request is regularly criticised by the Mongolian government, as well as by 




















































































































































































                                                
43 Many herders train horses for racing in the Naadam festival. Unlike Western horse racing, which consists of short sprints 
generally not longer than 2 km, racing in Naadam covers a distance of between 10–30km. Children are chosen as jockeys 
specifically because they are light weight. As Fijn (2011:161) shows, while jockeys are an important component, the main 
purpose of the races is to test the skill and speed of the horses. For an excellent discussion of horse riding in the Naadam festival 





































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































                                                
44 In 1985 another negdel was established in Tsaagan Nuur specialising in reindeer herding (Pedersen 2011).  
45 Herders generally received eighty percent of their projected wages on a monthly basis, with the balance (plus bonuses) paid at 





















































































































































































                                                

















































































































































                                                
47 In 1980, total meat export amounted to 45,900 tonnes a year, with the USSR being Mongolia’s principal market, while by 2003 
























































































































                                                
48 The state in Mongolia operates through various administrative levels, including provinces (aimag), districts (sum) and areas 
(bag), with administrative centres situated in all aimag and some sum centres. Herding households generally reside in bag areas 
which exist largely to organise them within each sum. For a discussion of political organisation in Mongolia see Enkhbat & 





































































































































































                                                
49 ‘Informal’ here means any source of income that does not involve formal employment, either public or private.  
50 ‘The number of registered herders has more than trebled since reforms began, from 135,420 in 1989 (less than 18 percent of 
the national workforce) to 407,030 in 2001, almost 50 percent of the working population’ (Sneath in Brunn & Li 2006:151). 

















































                                                




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































                                                
53 It is important to note that different shamans perform rituals in different ways. While a number performed similar rituals to that 
described here, others contacted their ongods in more informal ways such as while simply sitting down in a chair or lying in a 




























                                                
54 Lus and Savdag refer to the Masters of water and land respectively. They are perceived to be nonhuman agencies worshipped 
and respected through offerings. Rules exist concerning Lus and Savdag, which are often of an ecological kind: for example, not 
to pollute water. Lus and Savdag are thought to take revenge on human beings who do not respect them, causing environmental 
problems or even illness among humans. This is something that captures their ontological status in the eyes of ordinary 














































                                                
55 Despite being visible during my fieldwork, informal mining was not a major focus of my research. This was due primarily to 
the choices of my interlocutors, who themselves were not directly engaged in it. I did carry out fieldwork at an informal gold 
mine along the border between the Shishged and the Tuvan Autonomous Republic, however, due to word constraints I have 






















































































































































                                                
56 In recent years increasing numbers of households only use canvas. For a discussion of felt production see Fijn (2011) and 





































































































































































































































































































































































                                                








































                                                
58 There are important differences between large regional centres (sum) such as Mörön and smaller bag centres such as Ulaan 
Uul in terms of the availability of products and commodities. While Mörön has a wide selection of products sold from the market 
and a number of private shops, bag centres typically only have one or two small shops whose primary purpose is to supply food 
products, alcohol, medicine, and toiletries. Although occasionally these have some new technologies such as televisions, they do 
































































































































                                                
59To this end, Appadurai (1999) proposes a framework for exploring change in the context of globalisation which has become 
increasingly popular, centred on the relationships between what he calls the five dimensions of global cultural flow; namely, 





































































































































                                                









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































                                                













































































































































                                                
63 Dzud are winter conditions in which herd animals are unable to access the grasses underneath thick ice and snow. 2009-2010 
experienced one of the worst dzud in living memory, where 10-15 million animals perished nationally and with households 


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































                                                
64 Tarbagan are hunted primarily to make boodog, a dish where the meat is cooked by inserting hot stones into the abdominal 




































































































































































































                                                
65 This is something also see in the context of the semi-mythological creatures called badagshin, discussed on page 261. For a 
fuller discussion of the implications of the ‘half form’ of these and other nonhuman agencies, see Pedersen (2009: 92-4). 































































































































































































                                                
67According to Descola, animism is a symmetrical inversion of totemism, an ontology in which people make use of “empirically 
observable discontinuities between natural species to organise, conceptually, a segmentary order delimiting social units” 
(1992:87-88). Descola’s third mode of identification is analogism, the assumption that there is discontinuity of interiority and 
discontinuity of physicality, not only between humans and nonhumans, but across and within all entities in the cosmos. It is said 
to be indexed in the ontologies and cosmologies of China, parts of inner and south Asia, Polynesia, West Africa, Mesoamerica, 
and the Andes, as well as Europe during the Middle Ages and Rennaissance. Descola’s identification of a fourth ontology, 
naturalism, refers to the belief that nature does exist, that certain things “owe their existence and development to a principle 



































































































































































                                                























































































































































































































































































































                                                
69 This is something that connects the hunting lore of the Darhad with Siberian indigenous peoples (Bogoraz 1909; Ingold 1986; 



























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































                                                
71 In 2012-13, the exchange rate was 1£ = 3370 tugrik (MNT). The average price for a one-way ticket from Ulaanbaatar to 
Mörön on both MIAT and EZNIS, Mongolia’s second major airline, was 240,000 tugrik, or £71. The average monthly income in 
2012 for people with official employment was 150,000 tugrik (£44), while for informal workers no official data exists.  












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































                                                




































                                                
74 In China’s Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region, the official languages are Chinese and Mongolian, though the latter is written 


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































                                                




















































































                                                
76 United Nations (2001:16). 
77 NSOM (2012) 
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livelihood	strategies.	Businesses,	which	provide	jobs	and	exchange	capital,	are	also	more	
concentrated	in	urban	areas	and	(Eames	&	Goode	1977).	Of	course,	economic	opportunities	are	
just	one	reason	people	move.	So-called	‘rural	flight’	is	another	contributing	factor,	as	people	
living	in	rural	areas	find	it	difficult	to	access	goods	and	services	and	perceive	the	overall	
quality	of	life	in	cities	as	superior	(ibid).	Life	in	rural	areas	is	more	prone	to	environmental	
conditions	and	in	times	of	drought	or,	increasingly,	climate	change	survival	may	become	
problematised.	More	broadly,	the	commonplace	assumption	is	that	urbanisation	is	not	only	a	
transition	from	the	rural	to	the	urban,	but	from	the	‘traditional’	to	the	‘modern’	as	well,	and	
indeed	urbanisation	for	many	is	not	just	seen	as	a	physical	move	across	space	but	an	existential	
and	lifestyle	change	as	well	(Eames	&	Goode	1977;	Byambadorj	et	al.	2011).		
	 As	I	show	below,	rural-urban	migration	in	Ulaanbaatar	has	taken	on	a	very	specific	form	
which	problematises	the	normative	conceptualisation	of	urbanisation	as	a	linear	process	and	
the	binary	opposition	between	the	‘rural’	and	the	‘urban’.	Indeed,	despite	the	fact	that	large	
numbers	of	people	are	moving	from	the	countryside	to	the	city,	seeking	out	new	opportunities	
and	livelihood	strategies,	this	cannot	be	understood	simply	in	terms	of	a	linear	and	irreversible	
process	of	‘urbanisation’.	As	I	show	the	term	‘urbanisation’	is	a	teleological	category	which	not	
only	fails	to	explain	the	unique	form	of	urbanism	emerging	in	Ulaanbaatar,	but	also	fails	to	
capture	the	particular	experiences	of	urban	life	among	new	migrants.	As	the	large	majority	of	
new	migrants	end	up	living	in	Ulaanbaatar’s	ger-districts	-	which	are	themselves	quasi-rural	
areas	on	the	outskirts	of	the	city	where	people	continue	living	in	their	now	stationary	
dwellings	(and	often	keep	herd	animals)	-	the	division	between	the	rural	and	the	urban	is	
highly	blurred.	Connected	to	this,	for	many	herders	and	ex-herders,	moving	to	Ulaanbaatar	is	
seen	as	one	among	many	flexible	options	in	regards	to	the	postsocialist	context	and	not	
necessarily	a	fixed	decision,	with	some	moving	back	after	a	period	of	time	and	many	others	
keeping	their	options	open	by	retaining	ties	with	rural	areas.	This	has	parallels	with	certain	
parts	of	Africa	where	many	see	migration	less	as	a	permanent	change	and	more	as	a	continuum	
in-between	the	rural	and	the	urban	(Geschiere	and	Gugler	1998:	308-9).		
	
From	the	Countryside	to	the	City	
I	had	been	staying	with	Baatar,	Gogi,	and	their	two	children	for	a	couple	of	weeks.	As	distant	
relatives	of	Batukhan	I	was	introduced	to	the	family	as	I	had	expressed	an	interest	in	spending	
time	with	herders	who	lived	in	close	proximity	to	Lake	Khövsgöl,	Mongolia’s	largest	fresh-
water	lake	situated	just	east	of	the	Shishged	Depression.	Together	the	household	lived	in	a	
steppe-forest	region	on	the	outskirts	of	Khatgal,	a	small	town	of	7000	people	and	connected	by	
dirt	road	to	the	provincial	capital.		
	 Like	many	herders	in	the	region	Baatar’s	family	had	lost	a	significant	number	of	animals	
during	the	recent	dzud.	Although	he	himself	rarely	spoke	about	it,	Gogi	once	confessed	to	me	
that	they	had	lost	over	90%	of	their	herd,	mostly	consisting	of	the	ever-important	sheep	and	
goats	from	which	they	acquired	wool	and	cashmere	to	sell	in	Mörön	market.	By	the	time	I	met	
the	family	they	had	only	a	handful	of	animals	left,	including	three	horses	and	five	sheep	and	
goats.	Connected	to	this,	the	family	were	visibly	poorer	than	many	of	the	households	I	had	met:	
their	ger	was	in	poor	condition,	they	did	not	own	motorised	transport	or	a	solar	panel	and,	
although	they	had	mobile	phone,	Chuluun	explained	that	they	had	been	unable	to	top-up	their	
SIM	card	without	family	support	for	a	number	of	months.		
	 As	we	have	seen	it	is	commonplace	for	households	to	not	only	share	goods	and	services	but	
also	support	one	another	in	times	of	economic	and	ecological	hardship.	For	Baatar	and	Gogi	the	
situation	was	complicated	by	the	fact	that	both	of	their	parents	had	passed	away	many	years	
 269 
ago	and,	while	Gogi	had	a	younger	sister,	she	lived	some	distance	away	in	Bulgan	province.	As	a	
result,	the	family	did	not	have	a	strong	support	network,	although	importantly	Baatar’s	elder	
sister	–	Uranchimeg	-	had	moved	to	Ulaanbaatar	in	2008.	When	I	first	met	the	family,	they	were	
clearly	struggling	to	make	ends	meet	and,	when	I	returned	later	during	my	fieldwork,	it	was	
clear	that	they	could	no	longer	survive	from	animal	herding.	While	Baatar	had	attempted	to	
find	various	forms	of	informal	work	in	and	around	the	regional	centre,	the	family	had	decided	
to	move	to	Ulaanbaatar	in	search	of	a	new	life.	As	Gogi	explained:	“I	was	born	in	Khatgal	and	
this	is	my	home,	but	there	is	nothing	for	us	here	anymore.	We	have	no	animals	to	give	to	our	
children	and	no	way	to	grow	our	herds.	Uranchimeg	(Baatar’s	sister)	is	working	in	the	city	
(Ulaanbaatar)	and	has	told	me	that	she	will	help	find	some	opportunities.	I	am	only	thinking	
about	my	children	and	want	Chuluun	to	go	to	university	and	get	a	good	job.	I	hope	in	the	city	
we	will	have	a	better	chance”.		
	 Although	there	has	been	periodic	media	attention	on	the	movement	of	herding	households	
from	rural	areas	to	Ulaanbaatar,	there	has	been	surprisingly	little	ethnographic	research	
documenting	the	process.	While	of	course	it	would	be	impossible	to	present	a	universal	
account	of	rural-urban	migration,	specifically	given	the	geographic	variations	in	Mongolia,	the	
different	distances	that	people	travel	to	access	the	capital	city,	as	well	as	the	diverse	reasons	
for	migrating	itself,	I	found	Baatar	and	his	household	to	be	fairly	representative	of	a	large	
proportion	of	new	migrants	I	encountered	in	the	Shishged.	Indeed,	since	the	postsocialist	
transition	herding	has	become	an	increasingly	precarious	lifestyle	for	many.	Coupled	with	the	
collapse	of	state	support,	new	demands	from	the	market	economy,	and	several	years	of	
consecutive	winter	storms	(in	1999,	2002,	and	again	in	2010-2011),	many	have	struggled	to	
maintain	their	herds	at	a	number	sufficient	for	restocking.	As	a	result,	moving	to	Ulaanbaatar	is	
seen	as	a	viable	survival	strategy,	one	with	both	possible	opportunities	and	inherent	problems.	
	 I	stayed	with	Baatar	and	Gogi	for	a	number	of	weeks	in	the	lead	up	prior	to	their	departure.	
During	this	time,	everyday	life	was	dominated	by	making	preparations	for	the	journey,	
including	packing	up	their	belongings,	selling	any	unnecessary	items	which	would	be	too	
cumbersome	to	transport,	and	visiting	a	few	friends	in	the	regional	centre.	Most	notably,	the	
household	arranged	to	sell	their	few	remaining	herd	animals	to	acquire	cash	to	pay	for	the	
journey	and	help	establish	themselves	upon	arrival	in	Ulaanbaatar.	Here	Baatar	organised	to	
meet	an	acquaintance	just	outside	Khatgal,	who	arrived	with	his	son	to	take	the	animals	back	
to	their	own	encampment.	As	the	two	men	discussed	the	exchange,	Baatar	worked	hard	to	
bargain	a	good	price;	as	he	explained,	the	three	horses	were	in	extremely	good	health	and,	
given	that	they	had	survived	the	winter	dzud,	they	were	highly	likely	to	produce	strong	
offspring.	He	also	described	the	remaining	sheep	and	goats	as	producing	high	quality	wool	and	
cashmere,	and	which	had	supported	his	household	for	many	years.	However,	observing	the	
exchange	I	saw	the	acquaintance	drove	a	hard	bargain	and	clearly	knew	that	Baatar	was	
desperate.	After	some	negotiation	and	eventually	agreeing	on	a	price,	the	two	men	closed	the	
deal	but	Baatar	was	visibly	not	happy,	later	commenting	that	he	should	have	pressed	for	a	
higher	amount.	It	was	also	clear	though	that	he	simply	regretted	having	to	give	away	the	last	of	
his	herd,	representing	for	him	the	end	of	his	social	security.		
	 Also	during	this	time	Baatar	and	Gogi	made	a	number	of	phone-calls	to	Uranchimeg	in	the	
capital	city.	This	was	important	to	arrange	their	travel	arrangements	but	to	also	harness	her	as	
a	source	of	practical	support.	For	many	rural	migrants	moving	to	the	capital	city	is	often	
dependent	upon	pre-existing	networks	of	support,	including	friends	and	family	members	who	
may	have	already	moved	to	–	or	have	contacts	in	–	Ulaanbaatar.	Indeed,	it	is	not	uncommon	for	
new	migrants	to	already	have	direct	or	indirect	networks	from	which	they	can	acquire	support,	
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including	to	help	organise	transportation,	decide	where	to	situate	their	gers	in	the	city,	and	
find	informal	work.	As	we	have	seen,	cultural	norms	in	Mongolia	inculcate	the	obligation	to	
help	one’s	relatives	and	close	friends.	As	Baatar’s	sister	was	older	than	him	by	ten	years	the	
sense	of	obligation	was	strong	and	meant	that	she	would	reciprocate.	Most	notably,	she	gave	
advice	to	the	household	exactly	where	they	should	erect	their	ger	–	giving	the	name	of	one	of	
Ulaanbaatar’s	specific	ger-districts	–	as	well	as	telling	Baatar	and	Gogi	to	contact	her	upon	
arrival,	after	which	she	and	her	husband	would	come	to	assist.	From	this	perspective,	we	can	
see	how	the	social	relations	of	obligation	connect	with	newer	processes	of	change	such	as	
rural-urban	migration.	As	I	show	below,	this	also	has	implications	with	regards	to	the	
transposition	of	skills,	as	friends	and	family	members	assist	one	another	in	finding	new	forms	
of	work,	settle	into	the	ger-districts,	as	well	as	develop	alternate	livelihood	strategies.		
	 On	the	day	of	their	departure	Baatar	and	his	family	spent	the	morning	deconstructing	their	
ger	following	the	same	order	as	when	moving	between	seasonal	pastures,	beginning	with	the	
canvas	material	of	the	tent	and	ending	with	the	wooden	door.	At	the	same	time,	they	packed	up	
their	belongings	in	much	the	same	way	as	if	moving	between	encampments,	storing	white	
foods	in	specific	food	containers,	transporting	their	clothing	and	bedding	in	the	same	colourful	
chests,	as	well	as	arranging	their	personal	items.	Although	this	was	a	very	different	kind	of	
move,	it	is	significant	to	note	the	similarities	between	regular	mobility	and	rural-urban	
migration,	something	which	points	to	the	specificity	of	rural	to	urban	migration	in	the	
Mongolian	context.	Indeed,	unlike	for	settled	communities	who	may	move	from	one	part	of	the	
country	to	another,	such	as	from	a	rural	area	to	the	city,	herders	are	already	mobile	having	
practiced	mobility	as	part	of	their	everyday	livelihood	strategies.	This	has	important	
implications	for	the	relationship	between	skill	and	social	change,	specifically	in	terms	of	the	
flexible	transposition	of	skills	such	as	moving	across	the	landscape.	Indeed,	while	I	would	not	
suggest	that	moving	to	the	capital	city	is,	for	Baatar	and	his	family,	‘just’	like	any	other	
movement,	the	fact	remains	that	they	are	already	familiar	with	the	pragmatic	aspects	of	
facilitating	movement	–	packing	up	their	belongings	in	an	efficient	way	and	maximising	space,	
knowing	how	to	store	their	foodstuffs	so	that	they	remain	fresh	for	as	long	as	possible,	and	
having	a	mobile	dwelling	which	allows	them	to	move	their	social	existence	from	one	part	of	the	
environment	to	another.		
	 Now	there	are	different	ways	in	which	households	can	move	from	rural	areas	to	
Ulaanbaatar	depending	upon	one’s	geographic	location,	economic	situation,	and	
embeddedness	within	networks	of	support.	In	the	provinces	of	central	Mongolia,	for	example,	
it	is	comparatively	easy	to	migrate	as	there	is	less	distance	to	travel	and,	connected	to	this,	
there	is	a	more	established	(paved)	road	network.	It	is	for	this	reason,	in	fact,	why	the	large	
majority	of	new	migrants	originate	from	the	central	provinces	of	Töv	and	Khentii,	from	where	
it	is	relatively	easy	to	organise	transportation	and	travel	along	paved	roads	leading	into	
Ulaanbaatar,	typically	by	private	or	long-distance	mini-bus	(Brunn	&	Li	2006).	Travelling	from	
remote	provinces	such	as	Khövsgöl	is	more	complicated.	Although	in	theory	one	could	fly,	the	
large	majority	of	people	travel	by	either	long-distance	mini-bus	or	a	combination	of	mini-bus	
and	other	vehicles,	depending	on	one’s	ability	to	harness	social	networks.	One	popular	option	
described	to	me	was	to	travel	from	Mörön	by	mini-bus	to	Erdenet,	a	large	city	approximately	
370km	northwest	of	Ulaanbaatar,	which	is	connected	to	Mongolia’s	railway	network.	From	
there,	people	would	travel	the	rest	of	the	journey	by	train,	although	this	was	described	as	a	
more	expensive	option.		
	 Baatar	and	Gogi	harnessed	their	social	relations	to	organise	their	transport.	First,	they	
travelled	by	jeep	that	was	owned	by	a	friend	from	Khatgal,	who	drove	them	approximately	
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100km	south	to	Mörön.	There	they	met	with	Gogi’s	younger	sister	and	her	husband,	who	
himself	worked	as	a	driver	and	had	agreed	to	transport	the	family	to	their	own	home	in	Bulgan	
province	approximately	350km	from	Ulaanbaatar.	After	staying	one	night,	Baatar	then	
arranged	to	meet	a	driver	with	whom	he	had	engaged	in	trade	relations	some	years	ago.	
However,	once	in	Bulgan	this	driver	was	nowhere	to	be	found.	After	making	a	number	of	
phone-calls	Baatar	eventually	located	another	driver	willing	to	take	the	family	into	the	capital	
city,	although	at	a	higher	price	than	anticipated.		
	
	
(Figure	67.	The	ger-districts	of	Ulaanbaatar	–	photo	by	the	author)	
	
After	travelling	for	three	days,	Baatar	and	his	household	finally	arrived	on	the	outskirts	of	
Ulaanbaatar.	As	the	driver	of	the	vehicle	approached	from	the	northwest,	the	city	revealed	
itself	by	the	large	concrete	towers	of	the	two	power	stations	situated	on	the	edge	of	town,	
billowing	smoke	into	the	air.	While	Baatar	had	visited	Ulaanbaatar	a	number	of	years	before	to	
engage	in	trade,	he	was	still	visibly	surprised	by	the	dramatic	transformations	in	the	city,	
including	the	many	new	urban	developments	and	the	ever-increasing	sprawl	of	ger-districts.	
Gogi,	however,	had	never	visited	the	city	before	and	was	clearly	shocked	by	the	sight,	
commenting	that	Ulaanbaatar	looked	very	different	to	how	she	had	seen	it	on	television.		
	 Ulaanbaatar	is	divided	into	nine	districts,	or	duuregs,	each	of	which	is	subdivided	into	
smaller	areas	known	as	khoroos,	of	which	there	are	121.	The	city	consists	of	a	central	district	
constructed	in	the	1940s	and	1950s,	comprising	both	Soviet-style	architecture	and	more	
recent	residential	blocks	and	office	buildings	(Rossabi	2005;	Campi	2006;	Bawden	1968).	The	
large-scale	development	of	apartment	blocks	during	the	socialist	period	sought	to	supply	much	
of	the	Mongolian	population	with	housing	and	all	these	have	centralised	heating,	hot	water,	
and	sanitation	(Byambadorj	et	al.	2011).		
The	ger-districts	of	Ulaanbaatar	engulf	the	city	on	all	sides	and	literally	expand	on	a	daily	
basis.	Some	of	these	districts	are	at	a	distance	of	up	to	fifty	kilometres	from	the	city	centre,	
with	people	having	to	travel	for	hours	by	bus,	motorcycle,	private	vehicle,	or	walk	to	make	
their	way	in	and	out	of	the	city	proper,	which	has	implications	when	considering	opportunities	
for	formal	and	informal	employment	(Meng	2001).	In	the	first	wave	of	urban	transformation	
between	the	1960s	and	1980s,	many	of	the	older	ger-districts	were	replaced	by	Soviet-style	
apartment	blocks,	specifically	financed	by	the	Soviet	Union	(Chinbat	et	al.,	2006).	Despite	more	
recent	waves	of	urban	development	–	which	have	seen	the	construction	of	new	apartment	
blocks	and	offices	across	the	city	–	the	majority	of	growth	in	Ulaanbaatar	has	been	in	the	ger-
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districts.	The	2000	census	indicated	that	the	city’s	population	had	grown	far	more	quickly	than	
had	previously	been	anticipated	(Bikales	et	al	2000:20),	with	approximately	70%	of	residents	
living	in	the	ger-districts.	Of	course,	there	is	an	important	economic	dimension	to	this	as	it	is	
widely	recognised	that	while	apartments	are	home	to	the	more	economically-advantaged	of	
Ulaanbaatar’s	residents,	the	ger-districts	are	generally	home	to	the	more	disadvantaged	and	
new	migrants	arriving	from	rural	areas.	This	is	not	to	suggest	that	there	are	no	economically	
successful	or	medium-income	families	in	the	ger-districts,	although	the	difference	in	services	
and	infrastructure	remain	stark.	By	2012	there	were	approximately	184,200	families	living	in	
the	city’s	ger-districts,	and	of	these	around	100,600	lived	in	gers	all	year-round	with	no	access	
to	central	heating,	sewerage,	or	piped	potable	water	(Byambadorj	et	al.	2011).	While	around	
80,300	families	resided	in	rudimentary	wooden	houses,	these	also	had	limited	access	to	
services	and	infrastructure.	In	total,	around	55%	of	Ulaanbaatar’s	inhabitants	do	not	have	
access	to	central	heating	or	reliable	water	and	sewerage	systems.	
The	rapid	expansion	of	the	ger-districts	is	tied	to	Mongolia’s	land	policy.	The	New	
Constitution	of	Mongolia	(1992)	outlined	the	policies	for	all	social,	political,	and	economic	
reforms	following	the	postsocialist	transition,	and	declared	that	land	in	Ulaanbaatar	should	be	
privatised.	The	Constitution	created	two	provisions:	first,	land	ownership	would	only	be	
limited	to	Mongolian	citizens,	and	second,	pastureland	should	never	be	privately-owned,	
specifically	in	an	effort	to	preserve	the	herding	lifestyle	and	so-called	‘nomadic	tradition’.	As	a	
result,	land	reform	in	Mongolia	has	been	a	largely	urban	process	and	thus	differs	considerably	
from	other	post-socialist	countries	(Byambadorj	et	al.	2011;	also	see	Verdery	2003).	
Privatisation	in	the	ger-districts	became	a	top	priority	for	the	regional	government,	specifically	
given	the	high	number	of	occupied	plots	in	these	areas.	Nevertheless,	by	2012	only	7.5%	of	
Ulaanbaatar’s	population	had	their	land	privatised,	something	which	has	had	implications	for	
herders	moving	from	the	countryside	as	they	are	allowed	–	by	law	–	to	erect	their	gers	on	any	
unoccupied	area	of	land	around	the	city	(Byambadorj	et	al.	2011),	provided	that	it	is	not	
already	privatised.	Given	that	the	large	majority	of	ger-districts	–	particularly	those	at	a	
distance	from	central	Ulaanbaatar	–	are	not	privately	owned,	households	are	thus	free	to	
choose	where	to	erect	their	gers	provided	there	is	free	space.	It	is	for	this	reason	why	the	large	
majority	of	people	simply	arrive	on	the	outskirts	of	the	city,	set	up	their	gers,	and	over	time	
construct	wooden	fences	around	their	dwellings	to	‘claim’	a	space,	adding	to	the	ger-districts	
or	neighbourhoods	which	exist	today.	
	
	
(Figure	68.	A	ger	compound	in	khoroo	7	–	photo	by	the	author)	
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Gogi’s	sister	had	recommended	that	Baatar	and	his	family	make	their	way	to	a	ger-district	in	
the	northwest	corner	of	Ulaanbaatar,	in	what	is	officially	called	khoroo	7,	and	which	is	also	the	
area	where	she	and	her	husband	resided.	For	many	new	migrants,	the	decision	about	where	to	
move	is	based	on	practical	concerns,	such	as	knowing	someone	already	living	in	a	particular	
area	or	that	being	simply	the	first	area	one	encounters	when	entering	the	city.	After	making	
our	way	through	numerous	unfamiliar	roads	and	side-tracks,	our	vehicle	eventually	arrived	in	
khoroo	7.	Locating	an	empty	plot	of	land	–	which	is	to	say	quite	literally	finding	an	unoccupied	
space	along	the	(current)	‘edge’	of	the	ger-district	-	we	disembarked	the	vehicle	and	began	
hauling	the	household’s	possessions	out	of	the	back.	Khoroo	7	was	situated	some	distance	from	
the	city	centre	–	approximately	25km	–	and	positioned	on	a	large	sloping	hill	overlooking	the	
great	city.	Surrounding	us	on	all	sides	were	fenced	compounds	of	other	gers	and	a	few	wooden	
houses	which	stretched	off	into	the	distance,	although	immediately	to	the	back	of	the	district	
was	open	yet	desertified	grassland.	As	the	driver	of	the	vehicle	explained,	this	was	one	of	the	
older	ger-districts	in	Ulaanbaatar	and,	as	a	result,	the	ground	was	heavily	eroded,	with	little	
grass	growing	underneath	and	consisting	of	mostly	sand,	rock,	and	dust.	Nevertheless,	a	
number	of	herd	animals	were	scattered	across	the	area	and	even	grazed	in-between	the	fences	
of	the	ger	compounds.	As	Gogi	and	the	children	set	about	unpacking	their	belongings	Baatar	
walked	over	to	the	animals	and	looked	closely	at	the	ground.	Bending	down	to	rub	his	hand	
over	the	earth	he	returned	with	a	smile	on	his	face,	commenting	that	the	grasslands	were	
actually	in	satisfactory	condition	and	that	perhaps	the	household	could	eventually	obtain	one	
or	two	herd	animals	to	provide	milk.		
	 After	unpacking	their	belongings	and	paying	the	driver	Baatar	and	the	family	set	about	
reconstructing	their	ger.	Much	like	any	other	migration	they	did	so	by	erecting	the	dwelling	in	
a	series	of	ritualised	steps,	first	placing	the	larger	furniture	items	on	the	floor,	then	positioning	
the	walls,	door,	and	roof	in	place,	and	finally	covering	the	dwelling	with	a	layer	of	canvas	
material.	At	the	same	time,	they	ensured	that	the	door	of	the	ger	faced	south,	which	just	so	
happened	to	afford	a	particularly	expansive	view	of	the	city.	The	household	then	began	putting	
away	their	objects	and	belongings	inside	the	ger	according	to	the	same	spatial	organisation	and	
corollary	conceptualisations	of	gender	and	status	as	described	in	Chapter	1.	Thus,	the	family’s	
most	important	items	such	as	their	photographs	and	religious	statues	were	placed	in	the	
northern	khoimor,	while	the	storage	cupboards,	cooking	and	eating	utensils,	as	well	as	
foodstuffs	were	put	in	the	Eastern	(feminine)	side	of	the	ger.		
	 This	rearticulation	of	the	same	spatial	organisation,	both	in	terms	of	the	interior	and	
exterior	of	the	dwelling,	has	important	implications	for	understanding	the	specificity	of	rural-
urban	migration	in	Mongolia.	Indeed,	while	the	household	did	not	explicitly	comment	on	the	
ritualised	setting	up	of	the	ger	and	the	positioning	of	furniture	items	in	their	‘correct’	places,	I	
myself	could	see	the	gradual	reconstruction	of	(‘herding’)	life	emerging	in	the	new	space	of	the	
ger-district.	This	came	to	manifest	in	various	informal	ways:	Gogi	sat	in	the	kitchen	area	
putting	away	her	pots	and	cooking	utensils;	Narantuya	sat	on	her	bed	to	take	a	nap;	while	
Chuluun	sat	on	the	opposite	side	relaxing	and	cleaning	his	boots.	As	we	have	seen,	herding	life	
is	characterised	by	a	specific	experience	of	temporality,	whereby	continuity	is	afforded	by	
movement	from	one	part	of	the	landscape	to	another:	by	setting	up	the	ger	with	the	door	facing	
south,	erecting	each	component	in	the	same	order,	and	positioning	furniture	items	in	their	
‘correct’	places,	households	effectively	transpose	their	lives	‘as	if’	one	had	never	moved.	Now	of	
course	it	would	be	apocryphal	to	state	that	Baatar	and	his	household	did	not	experience	the	
first	hours	of	life	in	urban	Ulaanbaatar	as	if	they	had	never	moved;	on	the	contrary,	everyone	in	
the	family	commented	on	some	‘new’	aspect	of	their	surroundings,	including	the	noise	from	the	
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neighbouring	ger,	the	pollution	in	the	sky,	and	the	lack	of	a	clean	river	nearby.	However,	it	was	
also	clear	that	as	a	result	of	the	dwelling	itself	–	and	its	‘containment’	of	herding	life	-	there	
remained	a	fundamental	element	of	continuity,	one	that	undoubtedly	influenced	people’s	
experiences	of	change	over	the	coming	weeks	and	months.	Of	course,	some	things	had	already	
changed	since	moving	to	the	ger-district.	Indeed,	as	Baatar	had	sold	all	of	his	saddles,	bridles,	
and	herding	equipment	prior	to	departure,	there	was	a	visible	gap	in	the	eastern	(masculine)	
side	of	the	ger.	As	I	would	later	come	to	see,	this	not	only	signified	an	important	physical	gap	in	
the	composition	of	the	dwelling,	but	also	a	significant	existential	change	in	the	lifestyle	and	
sense	of	self	of	Baatar	himself.		
	
Re-establishing	Life	and	Transposing	Skills	in	the	Ger-Districts	
Baatar	and	Gogi	spent	their	first	few	days	in	the	city	setting	up	their	ger	and	familiarising	
themselves	with	the	new	area	in	which	they	now	resided.	The	most	important	first	step	was	to	
locate	a	regular	supply	of	fresh	water	for	drinking,	cooking	and	washing.	To	this	end,	Baatar	
approached	a	family	in	a	neighbouring	ger	and	was	given	directions	to	the	location	of	a	
communal	water	pump.	As	Baatar,	Chuluun	and	I	followed	the	neighbour’s	directions	we	
passed	through	a	maze	of	gers	and	fenced	compounds,	divided	by	potholed	roads	and	piles	of	
rubbish	strewn	along	the	sides	of	the	street.	After	walking	for	around	twenty	minutes	the	three	
of	us	became	totally	lost,	until	Chuluun	happened	to	spot	the	road	we	had	taken	on	the	day	of	
our	arrival.	Both	Baatar	and	Chuluun	commented	how	different	everything	was	compared	with	
the	countryside,	including	how	complicated	the	networks	of	paths	were	within	the	ger-district	
and	how	crucial	it	was	that	they	learn	a	route	before	nine-year-old	Narantuya	started	school.	
After	eventually	locating	the	pump	we	found	a	large	number	of	people	waiting	in	line,	all	of	
whom	were	holding	plastic	containers,	buckets,	and	trolleys	to	transport	their	water	to	
different	areas	of	the	ger-district.	Although	Batukhan	and	his	household	were	used	to	
travelling	to	collect	water,	the	idea	of	having	to	stand	in	line	every	morning	caused	him	some	
concern,	specifically	as	the	walk	had	already	taken	us	approximately	thirty	minutes	one-way.		
	 Access	to	water	has	long	been	a	problem	in	Ulaanbaatar’s	ger-districts,	particularly	as	the	
population	continues	to	expand.	Potable	water	delivery	in	the	city	occurs	via	two	distinct	
mechanisms:	in	the	central	district	apartment	blocks	are	attached	to	centrally	plumbed	
supplies,	which	provide	running	water	directly	into	individual	apartments.	In	the	ger-districts	
individual	homes	and	gers	have	no	direct	connection	and	thus	households	either	collect	water	
from	water-delivery	kiosks	or	from	large	water	tanks	that	are	supplied	daily	by	water	trucks	
(Chinbat	et	al.	2012).	In	2012	a	network	of	almost	600	water	kiosks	had	been	established	
across	the	ger-districts	(NSOM	2010),	the	majority	managed	by	the	state	water	company	but	
some,	such	as	the	one	in	khoroo	7,	were	part-funded	by	the	World	Health	Organisation.	On	
average,	each	kiosk	serves	approximately	900-1200	people	and	government	regulations	seek	
to	ensure	that	no	household	is	ever	more	than	half	a	kilometer	from	one	(Chinbat	et	al.	2012).	
Of	course,	as	the	population	in	the	ger-districts	expand	this	becomes	ever	more	difficult	to	
manage	and	so	there	is	a	constant	rush	to	collect	one’s	water	before	long	lines	begin	to	form.	
Coupled	with	this,	conditions	inside	the	ger-districts	often	make	it	difficult	to	transport	one’s	
water	to	and	from	the	kiosk	effectively:	for	example,	while	the	distance	between	Baatar’s	ger	
and	the	pump	was	less	than	half	a	kilometre,	the	mazelike	roads	one	needed	to	take	in	order	to	
access	the	pump	meant	that	the	journey	still	took	thirty	minutes	one-way	which,	coupled	with	
the	many	potholes	in	the	ground,	made	the	task	difficult.	As	Baatar	explained,	since	this	was	
something	one	needed	to	do	on	a	daily	basis	and,	no	longer	having	the	option	of	using	animal	
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transportation,	the	family	would	have	to	adjust	their	rhythm	to	collect	the	water	as	early	as	
possible	and	also	invest	in	a	trolley	to	collect	their	water.	
	 As	we	joined	the	back	of	the	line	we	were	surprised	to	learn	that	access	to	the	water	pump	
was	not	free	of	charge,	which	of	course	also	differed	from	the	countryside.	While	residents	in	
apartment	blocks	are	charged	for	their	water	usage	based	on	a	flat	rate,	people	in	the	ger-
districts	are	charged	a	fee	each	time	they	visit	(Chinbat	et	al.	2012).	In	2012	the	cost	of	water	in	
the	ger-districts	was	170	MNT	(£0.05)	per	litre	which,	although	not	a	major	cost	to	most	
households,	nevertheless	is	a	new	change	for	those	living	in	the	city	for	the	first	time.	This	
inevitably	comes	to	manifest	at	the	level	of	skilled	practice,	as	having	to	pay	for	one’s	water	
means	that	it	becomes	essential	to	have	a	regular	income,	thus	integrating	people	into	new	
systems	of	relations	with	both	the	state	and	market	economy.	On	average	Baatar’s	household	
used	20-30	litres	of	water	per	day,	which	amounts	to	just	over	5100	tugrik,	or	£1.5.	For	Baatar,	
seeing	that	his	household	would	have	to	pay	for	what	had	always	been	considered	a	free	
resource	was	a	moment	of	realisation,	stating	that	this	would	mean	that	he,	Gogi,	and	17-year-
old	Chuluun	would	very	quickly	have	to	find	work.		
	 Knowing	how	to	find,	collect,	carry,	and	store	water	is	a	fundamental	skill	in	rural	Mongolia.	
As	water	is	required	for	all	drinking,	cooking,	and	washing,	as	well	as	sustaining	one’s	animals,	
herders	must	be	able	to	locate	fresh	water,	transport	large	quantities	effectively	and,	most	
importantly,	know	how	to	ensure	that	it	remains	fresh	for	as	long	as	possible.	Baatar	and	Gogi	
have	much	experience	in	this	from	living	in	the	countryside,	as	well	as	transporting	it	relatively	
long	distances	and	storing	it	in	specific	ways	so	that	it	remains	potable.	These	are	skills	that	are	
easily	transposed	into	the	new	urban	context,	even	while	they	have	to	be	adjusted	at	the	same	
time.	Indeed,	upon	returning	to	the	ger	Baatar	and	Gogi	set	about	pouring	the	water	in	the	
same	plastic	storage	containers	as	they	had	used	in	their	encampment,	as	well	as	placing	these	
containers	in	the	same	key	positions	around	the	ger	where	they	know	the	water	will	remain	
fresh,	such	as	along	the	lower	portion	of	the	wall	close	to	the	ground,	or	qayaa,	which	can	be	
rolled	up	to	allow	air	to	flow	through	and	keep	the	water	cool.	
	 Travelling	to	the	water	kiosk	became	the	first	regular	task	the	household	undertook	upon	
arrival	in	the	ger-district,	and	was	carried	out	by	Baatar	and	Chuluun	four	or	five	mornings	per	
week,	giving	the	family	the	first	beginnings	of	a	new	routine.	By	making	the	same	trip	regularly	
and	over	an	extended	period	of	time	they	also	started	learning	their	way	around	the	ger-
district	and	no	longer	got	lost,	even	finding	new	short-cuts	when	travelling	back	and	forth.	
They	also	began	meeting	and	speaking	with	neighbouring	households	who	undertook	the	same	
journey,	who	not	only	shared	important	news	and	information	(such	as	location	of	shops,	
transport	routes,	etc.)	but	also	gave	the	household	an	emerging	sense	of	familiarity.	Similarly,	
Narantuya	started	accompanying	her	older	brother	and	the	pair	made	it	their	task	of	collecting	
the	water	for	the	family.	This	simultaneously	resulted	in	important	changes	and	adjustments	at	
the	level	of	everyday	practice,	for	while	they	had	initially	carried	the	water	by	hand,	Baatar	
soon	started	borrowing	a	small	wheeled	cart	from	one	of	his	new	neighbours	(and	friends),	
allowing	the	household	to	transport	up	to	20-30	litres	in	one	trip	and	thus	reducing	the	total	
number	of	visits	over	the	week.	Over	time	the	collection	of	water	became	a	taken-for-granted	
task	of	life	in	khoorol	7	and	came	to	be	embedded	within	the	very	structure	of	their	days	and	
weeks:	Gogi	knew	on	which	days	the	water	would	start	to	run	out;	Chuluun	knew	when	he	
should	ask	the	neighbour	to	borrow	the	cart,	and	eventually	both	children	started	undertaking	
the	water	run	themselves	as	they	had	met	other	youngsters	in	the	district	who	all	collected	
water	on	behalf	of	their	households,	giving	an	important	sense	of	community	to	the	family	and	
particularly	the	children.	
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Now	while	the	collection	of	water	can	be	seen	as	a	simple	and	ordinary	activity,	it	is	precisely	
within	such	quotidian	moments	that	new	migrants	come	to	experience	and	settle	in	the	new	
city,	becoming	familiar	with	new	spaces	and	routes,	and	interacting	with	new	people	while	
undertaking	daily	tasks.	This	process	of	familiarisation	is	fundamentally	intertwined	with	the	
learning	and	adjustment	of	skills,	and	so	it	is	at	this	level	of	everyday	enskilment	that	people	
come	to	experience	the	changes	associated	with	rural-urban	migration,	through	the	learning	
and	transposition	of	skills	into	new	contexts	and	in	articulation	with	new	human-object	and	
human-human	relations	(also	see	Sigaut	2002;	Hodder	2011).	Here	people’s	experience	of	
change	is	intertwined	with	their	enskilment,	and	it	is	through	the	everyday	performance	of	
skills	that	what	at	first	appeared	as	‘new’	and	‘different’	(the	roads,	the	rubbish	on	the	side	of	
the	street,	the	line	of	people	waiting	at	the	water	kiosk,	the	pump	itself,	etc.)	eventually	become	
familiar,	known,	and	taken-for-granted.		
	
	
(Figure	69.	The	grasslands	and	the	ger-districts	converge	–	photo	by	the	author)	
	
With	a	regular	supply	of	water	coming	to	the	ger	Gogi	began	carrying	out	many	of	the	same	
daily	tasks	she	had	done	while	living	in	the	countryside,	including	boiling	water	to	make	tea,	
washing	clothes,	and	preparing	meals.	In	the	case	of	the	latter,	she	initially	used	the	animal	
products	and	commodities	the	household	had	brought	to	the	city	from	the	Shishged,	including	
flour	to	make	noodles	and	dumplings,	white	foods	for	breakfast	and	lunch,	tea	for	drinking,	as	
well	as	strips	of	dried	meat	boiled	for	dinner.	It	must	be	remembered	that	Mongolian	herders	
are	highly	skilled	in	not	only	preparing	a	wide	variety	of	foods	from	animal	products	such	as	
milk,	but	more	specifically	preparing	foods	which	are	able	to	be	stored	for	extended	periods	of	
time.	Herders	have	developed	unique	methods	and	technologies	for	processing	milk,	including	
boiling,	adding	bacteria	from	yoghurt,	adding	sugar,	flour,	and	drying.	All	of	these	serve	as	
techniques	of	preservation	and	allowed	Gogi	to	keep	a	relatively	large	supply	of	products	from	
the	countryside	fresh	and	ready	for	preparation	and	consumption	within	the	ger-district.			
	 Of	course,	carrying	out	these	daily	tasks	were	not	only	essential	for	the	household	but	also	
played	an	important	part	in	establishing	a	rhythm	of	daily	life.	This	was	the	case	particularly	
for	Gogi	who,	over	the	next	days	and	weeks,	kept	extremely	busy	working	in	and	immediately	
around	the	ger:	she	started	preparing	meals	at	much	the	same	times	as	she	had	done	in	the	
family	encampment,	she	ventured	outside	to	collect	scraps	of	wood	to	feed	the	fire,	and	she	
continued	putting	the	last	remaining	items	that	had	not	yet	been	unpacked	in	their	‘correct’	
 277 
positions	around	the	ger.	As	she	herself	explained,	this	recreated	a	comparable	rituality	to	her	
life	in	the	new	urban	context:	“In	the	countryside	I	was	always	busy:	I	had	to	look	after	the	
children,	prepare	the	meals,	and	clean	inside	the	ger.	It	feels	good	to	be	busy	again	as	
otherwise	I	would	just	sit	around”.	Much	as	with	the	collection	of	water,	undertaking	the	same	
everyday	tasks	calls	to	attention	the	specificity	of	rural-urban	migration	in	the	Mongolian	
context,	as	well	as	how	the	teleological	narrative	of	‘urbanisation’	fails	to	capture	the	lived-
experience	of	migrants	themselves.	Indeed,	for	new	migrants	such	as	Gogi	much	of	daily	life	
actually	remained	quite	similar	to	the	Shishged:	although	the	position	of	the	ger	had	changed,	
many	of	the	everyday	practices	inside	the	ger	were	the	same.	In	fact,	during	the	first	two	to	
three	weeks	Gogi	never	ventured	further	than	the	new	compound	in	which	they	were	situated,	
spending	most	of	her	time	inside	and	performing	everyday	tasks.	Again,	this	is	not	to	suggest	
that	life	somehow	‘remained	the	same’,	but	rather,	that	the	specificity	of	the	ger	and	certain	
daily	practices	afforded	an	experiential	sense	of	continuity,	allowing	Gogi	to	re-articulate	many	
of	the	same	daily	practices	within	the	new	urban	context.	Seen	from	her	perspective,	
‘urbanisation’	does	not	fully	capture	life	in	the	ger-districts,	where	in	fact	the	line	between	the	
‘rural’	and	the	‘urban’	is	at	least	partially	blurred,	and	as	I	show	below	has	important	
implications	for	her	own	sense	of	existential	security	in	the	face	of	social	change.		
	
Social	Ties,	Gender,	and	New	Skills	in	the	City	
After	a	few	weeks	settling	in	Gogi	noted	that	the	number	of	animal	products	and	commodities	
were	beginning	to	run	low,	and	suggested	the	family	contact	Uranchimeg	to	help	get	access	to	
additional	foodstuffs,	as	well	as	for	Baatar	to	seek	out	informal	work.	As	Chuluun	and	
Narantuya	had	spent	the	last	weeks	exploring	the	ger-districts,	they	had	located	a	mobile	
phone	centre	and	internet	shop	not	far	from	the	compound.	Here	the	household	could	make	
calls	for	a	relatively	small	fee,	top-up	their	SIM	card,	and	use	the	internet.	Mobile	reception	is	
widely	available	in	all	parts	of	Ulaanbaatar	and	serves	as	an	important	tool	in	the	ger-districts,	
particularly	as	people	often	do	not	have	access	to	transportation	and	thus	have	to	connect	with	
friends	and	family	members	to	pool	resources.	It	is	significant	to	note,	however,	that	reception	
is	not	present	(or	not	strong)	in	some	of	the	newest	and	most	distant	ger-districts,	which	
people	told	me	increasingly	determines	their	choices	of	where	to	move.	Despite	the	fact	that	
Baatar	had	not	wanted	to	spend	too	much	of	their	remaining	cash,	he	knew	that	having	a	
mobile	phone	was	essential	and	thus	sent	Chuluun	to	top-up	the	SIM	card,	then	calling	
Uranchimeg	and	arranging	to	meet	with	her	and	her	husband.		
	 Khoroo	7	is	one	of	the	largest	ger-districts	in	Ulaanbaatar,	covering	an	area	of	
approximately	25km	wide.	As	Baatar’s	sister	had	moved	to	the	district	already	in	2008,	they	
were	currently	living	approximately	1	hour	walk	away	somewhat	closer	to	the	city	centre,	
though	her	husband	had	a	motorcycle	and	could	reach	the	household	in	approximately	30	
minutes.	As	we	have	seen,	the	social	relations	of	obligation	are	strongest	at	the	level	of	one’s	
immediate	family	and,	as	the	eldest	sister,	Uranchimeg	appeared	to	take	a	certain	level	of	
responsibility	for	the	household	now	that	they	had	arrived	in	Ulaanbaatar.	This	came	to	the	
fore	over	the	course	of	the	following	weeks	and	months	as	she	assisted	Baatar	and	the	family	in	
a	number	of	ways.	First,	she	took	Gogi	on	a	guided	tour	of	the	area	outside	the	ger-district,	
including	showing	her	the	nearest	and	cheapest	shops	and	markets	from	where	she	could	buy	
food	and	basic	commodities.	Second,	she	showed	Gogi	and	Baatar	how	to	use	the	city	
transportation	system,	which	would	rapidly	decrease	their	travel	time	when	accessing	other	
parts	of	the	city	and	which	was	essential	to	broaden	their	knowledge	of	Ulaanbaatar	and	
incorporate	new	areas	into	their	subsequent	livelihood	strategies.	Third,	she	took	Baatar	and	
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Gogi	to	Naram	Tuul	market,	where	Uranchimeg’s	husband	also	introduced	Baatar	to	a	number	
of	friends	and	retailers	who	could	possibly	offer	him	some	informal	work.	Importantly,	I	also	
observed	Uranchimeg	give	the	household	cash	on	a	number	of	occasions,	as	well	as	various	
basic	commodities	such	as	tea,	flour,	and	rice.	This	is	significant	as	it	reveals	how	migrants	
come	to	be	incorporated	into	the	new	urban	context	on	the	basis	of	their	existing	social	
relations.	Indeed,	I	visited	many	households	in	the	ger-districts	and	rarely	encountered	people	
who	were	‘alone’:	either	they	had	friends	and	family	members	living	in	close	proximity	or	had	
established	contact	with	people	through	friends	and	family	members,	typically	from	their	own	
rural	provinces.	This	again	problematises	the	firm	division	between	the	rural	and	the	urban,	as	
for	many	new	migrants	‘urbanisation’	is	not	experienced	as	a	process	of	diminishing	ties	to	
friends	and	family	in	the	countryside,	but	rather,	life	in	the	city	is	often	facilitated	through	the	
maintenance	of	such	ties	and	their	strategic	use	in	new	urban	contexts	(also	see	Geschiere	&	
Gugler	1998.			
	 As	I	left	the	household	at	the	end	of	summer	and	returned	in	the	middle	of	autumn,	I	could	
see	that	Uranchimeg	had	been	a	vital	source	of	social	and	economic	support.	Indeed,	following	
my	return	Gogi	had	clearly	settled	in	well	and	had	become	highly	familiar	with	her	new	
surroundings.	Uranchimeg	had	assisted	in	enrolling	Narantuya	in	a	local	school,	specifically	the	
same	school	which	two	of	her	own	children	attended,	and	by	now	everyone	in	the	household	
knew	their	way	around	the	ger-district	and	the	location	of	key	sites,	including	other	water	
kiosks,	rubbish	collection	points,	communal	latrines,	as	well	as	small	shops	from	where	to	buy	
low-cost	commodities	(Chinbat	et	al.	2012).	By	autumn	the	ger	itself	also	featured	a	far	greater	
supply	of	food	products	than	before,	including	large	amounts	of	flour,	rice,	oil,	sugar,	and	tea.		
	 After	spending	a	few	days	back	with	the	household,	I	also	noticed	Gogi	preparing	urum	
(‘white	butter’),	or	clotted	cream.	This	is	a	common	white	food	in	Mongolia	and	is	made	by	
heating	milk	just	below	boiling	point	and,	in	regular	intervals,	scooping	ladlefuls	of	the	milk	
high	into	the	air	allowing	it	to	splash	back	into	the	pot	to	create	a	bubbly	foam.	This	‘scooping’	
technique	has	a	specific	term	in	Mongolia	–	sаmrakh	-	and	is	necessary	because	the	shallow	
wok-like	Mongolian	pot	makes	‘regular’	stirring	largely	ineffective	(also	see	Fijn	2011).	At	the	
same	time,	the	technique	has	the	quality	of	an	embodied	ritual	and	is	a	common	sight	across	
the	Mongolian	countryside,	with	younger	daughters	in	particular	learning	the	technique	by	
assisting	their	mothers.	Once	the	foam	begins	to	accumulate,	it	is	then	covered	and	left	
overnight,	following	which	a	skin	of	clotted	cream	(the	urum)	will	have	formed,	which	is	
scooped	off	and	either	stored	or	consumed	fresh	during	the	day.	Now	in	order	to	prepare	urum	
one	generally	requires	a	fairly	substantial	amount	of	fresh	milk,	and	I	was	surprised	that	Gogi	
appeared	to	have	at	least	thirty	litres	bubbling	away	inside	her	pot.	As	she	explained,	she	had	
initially	been	forced	to	buy	store-bought	milk	for	the	first	few	weeks,	though	Uranchimeg	soon	
introduced	her	to	a	neighbour	who	had	close	family	ties	to	herding	households	immediately	on	
the	outskirts	of	khoroo	7	(‘in	the	countryside’).	As	a	result,	this	neighbour	organised	for	milk	to	
be	brought	via	motorcycle	directly	from	the	pastures,	and	given	that	her	and	Gogi	had	become	
friends	she	received	milk	at	relatively	low	cost.	In	fact,	I	observed	herders	from	outside	the	city	
travelling	into	the	ger-districts	to	sell	milk	and	other	animal	products	frequently,	which	
allowed	residents	to	not	only	avoid	buying	store-bought	items	but	also	continue	producing	
white	foods	inside	their	new	homes,	and	which	of	course	could	be	stored	for	extended	periods	
of	time.		
	 This	example	further	demonstrates	the	permeable	relationship	between	the	rural	and	the	
urban	sectors	of	life	in	Ulaanbaatar’s	ger-districts.	Indeed,	by	being	able	to	source	milk	directly	
from	herding	households,	residents	not	only	reduce	their	costs	but	also	produce	the	same	
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foods	that	they	made	prior	to	migration.	This	again	problematises	the	teleological	narrative	
that	urbanisation	is	a	linear	(and	permanent)	process,	for	here	people’s	experience	of	‘the	
urban’	is	not	divorced	from	the	skills	and	practices	associated	with	the	countryside.	It	also	
significant	to	note	the	implications	of	this	with	regards	to	the	teaching	and	learning	of	skills.	
For	example,	I	observed	Narantuya	assisting	her	mother	in	preparing	a	whole	series	of	white	
foods	in	the	ger-district,	including	learning	the	specific	scooping	technique	described	above.	In	
this	regard,	what	we	might	typically	characterise	as	‘traditional’	‘herding	skills’	are	in	fact	
transposable	to	the	ger-districts	because	of	the	particular	form	of	urbanisation	that	has	
emerged	in	Ulaanbaatar.	This	is	similarly	described	by	Brunn	&	Li	(2006:14),	who	emphasise	
the	flexible	articulation	between	rural	and	urban	life:	
	
Elements	of	rural	and	urban	lifestyles	mix	with	the	growing	pace	of	social	change,	facilitated	by	a	new	culture	of	modernity,	
modern	education	and	growing	individual	mobility.	New	habits,	styles,	and	goods	from	the	cosmopolitan	city	are	adopted	in	
rural	culture	as	much	as	rural	people	move	into	urbanised	areas	with	their	animals	and	yurts.	Thus,	both	persons	and	places	
transcend	the	distinction	between	the	rural	and	the	urban,	without	obscuring	its	significance	in	common	parlance.	Pastoral	
people	in	great	numbers	move	towards	the	cities,	without	this	necessarily	resulting	in	general	and	permanent	
sedentarisation.	
	
As	I	described	above,	Gogi	had	been	the	one	person	in	Baatar’s	family	to	have	adjusted	to	life	in	
the	ger-districts	most	rapidly.	Partly	this	was	due	to	Uranchimeg’s	help,	who	had	taken	care	of	
her	sister-in-law	and	made	a	considerable	effort	in	familiarising	her	with	life	in	the	city.	At	the	
same	time,	this	was	also	related	to	Gogi’s	own	ability	to	transpose	her	pre-existing	skills	into	
the	new	urban	context,	which	allowed	her	to	maintain	culturally-meaningful	practices	such	as	
food	preparation	and	corollary	social	relations	such	as	between	herself	and	her	daughter.		
	 This	is	something	which	could	also	be	seen	as	Uranchimeg	organised	for	Gogi	to	apply	for	a	
job	in	a	local	cleaning	company.	The	position	was	relatively	well-paid	and	based	in	a	formal	
company	in	the	centre	of	Ulaanbaatar,	from	where	cleaners	were	sent	to	work	in	various	
offices	and	buildings	across	the	city.	Initially,	Gogi	was	apprehensive	because	she	presumed	
that	they	would	be	looking	for	what	she	called	a	more	‘professional’	person.	Also	worrying	her	
was	the	fact	that	in	order	to	apply	for	the	job	Gogi	would	have	to	go	for	an	interview,	the	very	
prospect	of	which	caused	her	much	concern.	After	some	time,	however	and,	given	the	
economic	situation	of	the	household	and	the	possibility	of	earning	a	regular	income,	Gogi	
decided	to	attempt	the	interview.	Of	course,	having	spent	her	entire	life	living	on	the	
grasslands	Gogi	had	absolutely	no	experience	with	formalised	work	environments.	In	the	lead-
up	to	the	day	she	spent	hours	with	Uranchimeg	preparing	in	any	way	she	could,	including	
holding	a	‘mock	interview’	with	her	sister-in-law	and	spending	hours	washing	her	finest	
clothes	so	as	to	appear	presentable.	A	few	days	prior	she	also	accompanied	Chuluun	to	the	
internet	café	so	that	she	could	learn	some	details	about	the	cleaning	company.	She	also	learnt	
the	bus-route	that	she	would	have	to	take	on	the	day	of	the	interview	itself,	specifically	as	she	
did	not	want	to	appear	bad	at	time-management.	After	making	much	effort	Gogi	finally	headed	
off	to	the	interview	in	central	Ulaanbaatar	and,	a	few	hours	later,	returned	to	khoroo	7	with	the	
good	news	that	he	had	been	selected	for	the	job.		
	 Now	on	the	one	hand	it	might	appear	that	a	recent	migrant	such	as	Gogi	would	be	a	suitable	
candidate	for	a	relatively	low-skilled	job	such	as	a	cleaner.	It	must	be	remembered,	however,	
that	such	positions	are	highly	sought	after	not	only	by	new	migrants	but	urban	workers	as	
well.	Indeed,	Gogi	herself	told	me	that	there	were	over	30	candidates	for	just	one	position,	and	
she	was	surprised	by	her	success.	Over	the	course	of	the	following	weeks	and	months,	Gogi	
clearly	enjoyed	working	at	her	new	job.	Every	morning,	three	times	a	week,	she	departed	by	
bus	and	made	her	way	to	central	Ulaanbaatar	and	was	given	the	address	of	a	location	to	where	
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she	would	have	to	travel	–	with	expenses	paid	–	and	spent	the	day	cleaning.	As	she	explained,	it	
took	some	time	to	get	used	to	all	of	the	specific	rules	expected,	including	using	products	and	
utensils	that	she	was	not	familiar	with.	However,	after	a	period	of	time	she	became	accustomed	
and	started	enjoying	her	new	work:	as	she	explained,	she	had	always	been	good	at	cleaning	
since	she	was	young	and,	with	this	new	position,	she	was	earning	a	salary	for	her	household	
while	doing	something	that	she	enjoyed.	Not	only	did	it	give	her	a	sense	of	pride	but	she	also	
explicitly	characterised	her	job	as	working	to	support	her	household:	“The	important	thing	in	
my	life	is	to	make	things	better	for	my	children.	I	hope	with	this	new	work	I	can	earn	enough	
money	to	pay	for	Chuluun’s	education.	While	I	miss	my	life	in	the	countryside	it	is	also	good	to	
try	new	things.	When	I	was	young	I	never	that	I	would	one	day	live	in	Ulaanbaatar	and	take	the	
bus	to	work	every	day”.		
	 Now	Gogi	is	an	apt	example	of	the	ways	in	which	some	migrants	actively	harness	the	new	
conditions	they	enter	into	upon	arriving	in	Ulaanbaatar,	generating	new	possibilities	for	work	
and	livelihood.	Indeed,	by	adapting	and	learning	new	skills	she	flexibly	adapted	to	the	new	
urban	context	which	afforded	both	her	and	her	family	new	opportunities	for	the	future.	It	must	
be	remembered	that	the	kinds	of	skills	which	Gogi	learnt	were	not	only	those	articulated	in	the	
interview	setting,	but	a	broader	set	of	bodily	skills	such	as	moving	through	the	city	with	a	
greater	degree	of	confidence,	taking	public	transport,	and	interacting	with	‘professional’	
Ulaanbaatar-based	colleagues	and	clients.		
	 This	points	to	a	wider	gendered	dimension	associated	with	the	so-called	‘feminisation’	of	
labour	in	contexts	of	economic	change	(Yanagisako	2002;	Elmhirst	&	Saptari	2004;	Man	2004).	
Here	feminisation	refers	to	the	process	by	which	available	employment	and	labour	options	
tend	increasingly	to	characterise	activities	associated	with	women.	A	particular	job	could	be	
feminised,	or	men	could	find	themselves	in	feminised	positions;	more	women	could	find	
themselves	in	jobs	traditionally	taken	by	men,	or	certain	jobs	could	be	changed	to	have	
characteristics	associated	with	women's	historical	pattern	of	labour	(Elmhirst	&	Saptari	2004).	
This	has	important	effects	on	skills	(Glenn	&	Feldberg	1977).	First,	there	has	been	a	decline	in	
the	proportion	of	jobs	requiring	‘craft’	skills	learnt	through	apprenticeships	or	long-term	on-
the-job	training.	Such	crafts	have	traditionally	been	the	domain	of	men,	and	thus	their	decline	
and	the	changing	character	of	skills	have	influenced	the	gender	division	of	labour	(Yanagisako	
2002:136-8).	Second,	there	has	been	a	trend	towards	skill	polarisation,	with	a	minority	of	
workers	required	to	possess	specialist	skills	and	a	majority	possessing	minor	training.	As	
Yanagisako	(2002:138)	has	shown,	the	latter	are	typically	imparted	through	‘modules	of	
employable	skills’,	in	which	docility,	application,	rote	learning	and	related	capacities	figure	
prominently	(also	see	Attewell	1987).	The	feminisation	of	labour	can	be	seen	in	the	context	of	
rural-urban	migration	to	Ulaanbaatar	and	has	both	positive	and	negative	dimensions.	In	
general,	women	find	it	easier	to	locate	employment	in	the	city,	though	typically	in	low-salary	
(and	often	informal)	jobs	such	as	cleaning	or	textile	production.	Here	women	are	at	an	
advantage	because	their	particular	(‘feminised’)	skills	are	deemed	to	be	transposable,	despite	
in	some	cases	resulting	in	deskilling.	It	is	interesting	to	note	though	that	the	attitudes	of	
women	themselves	tend	to	be	more	positive,	in	the	sense	that	women	find	even	the	deskilled	
jobs	relatively	attractive	and	they	enjoy	retaining	a	degree	of	control	over	their	work	(in	the	
form	of	‘useful’	skills)	and	wider	household	incomes.	This	is	reported	elsewhere	particularly	in	
contexts	of	de-industrialisation,	where	women	are	economically	empowered	through	
feminisation	of	labour	while	the	demise	of,	for	example	factory	work	and	mining,	result	in	a	
loss	of	perceived	masculinity	and	status	(Glenn	&	Feldberg	1977;	Man	2004).		
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This	further	highlights	an	important	yet	relatively	neglected	aspect	of	the	enskilment	process:	
namely,	the	role	of	the	imagination	in	transposing	existing	skills,	and	learning	entirely	new	
skills,	and	putting	them	into	practice	in	new	contexts.	Indeed,	skills	are	often	treated	as	
somehow	tied	to	‘tradition’	or	merely	reproduced	on	the	basis	of	past	practice.	Although	it	is	
true	that	every	skill	has	some	precedent	there	are	instances	when	people	enter	new	contexts	of	
relations	with	both	their	environment	and	other	people	and	thus	must	transpose	or	generate	
entirely	new	skills	in	the	process.	Of	course,	this	can	be	seen	in	innumerable	formalised	
contexts	such	as	in	scientific	invention	and	when	artists	or	craftsmen	develop	a	new	technique	
(Grasseni	2009).	However,	it	is	also	worth	considering	the	everyday	generation	of	new	skills	
particularly	as	people	encounter	and	adapt	to	social	change.	By	considering	the	generation	of	
new	skills	we	focus	our	attention	on	the	active,	productive,	and	imaginative	capacity	of	human	
beings	to	not	only	maintain	what	already	exists	but	to	effectuate	something	new	(also	see	
Castoriadis	1997).	Here	I	see	the	processual	concept	of	enskilment	as	articulating	precisely	this	
imaginative	capacity,	the	practical	foundations	of	what	Hannah	Arendt	calls	natality:	“the	
tendency	of	all	human	action	not	only	to	conserve	the	past	but	to	initiate	new	possibilities”	
(1958:176-178	my	emphasis).	Indeed,	it	is	through	the	learning	of	new	skills	that	people	such	
as	Gogi	actively	engage	with	their	present	in	order	to	generate	a	potential	future.	Here	skills	
can	be	seen	as	the	creative	capacity	through	which	women	such	as	Gogi	cope	with	their	
changing	worlds,	harnessing	the	ever-changing	affordances	of	their	environments	and	
embodying	new	identities	in	the	course	of	their	everyday	lives.	As	Merleau-Ponty	puts	it:	“To	
be	born	is	both	to	be	born	of	the	world	and	to	be	born	into	the	world.	The	world	is	already	
constituted,	but	also	never	completely	constituted;	in	the	first	place	we	are	acted	upon,	in	the	
second	we	are	open	to	an	infinite	number	of	possibilities”	(1962:453).	
	
Existential	Dislocation	and	the	Limits	of	Enskilment	
So	far	in	this	chapter	I	have	described	some	of	the	ways	in	which	migrants	come	to	settle	in	
Ulaanbaatar’s	ger-districts	and	gradually	familiarise	themselves	with	life	in	the	new	urban	
context.	I	have	also	drawn	attention	to	the	often-permeable	relationship	between	the	‘rural’	
and	the	‘urban’	in	peoples	everyday	lived-experience,	as	well	as	the	cultural	specificity	of	
Mongolian	urbanism	in	understanding	life	in	the	ger-districts.	It	is	important	to	recognise,	
however,	that	there	are	a	range	of	new	problems	and	limitations	associated	with	life	in	the	ger-
districts,	including	high	levels	of	unemployment,	health	issues	and	the	consequences	caused	by	
air	pollution,	as	well	as	relatively	higher	instances	of	crime,	violence,	and	alcohol	abuse.	While	
many	of	these	are	pertinent	across	postsocialist	Mongolia,	their	relative	higher	frequency	in	
the	ger-districts	suggests	a	link	between	migration	and	the	capital	city	that	demands	further	
exploration.	In	the	sections	below	I	provide	ethnographic	evidence	of	some	of	these	problems	
as	they	were	encountered	by	Baatar	and	his	household	over	the	subsequent	months.	This	will	
lead,	in	the	final	section,	to	a	consideration	of	how	these	come	to	manifest	at	the	level	of	skilled	
practice	and	what	this	reveals	about	the	limitations	of	people’s	enskilment	-	and	the	existential	
consequences	of	deskilment	-	in	the	face	of	radical	change.		
	
Social	Change	and	Struggle	in	the	Ger-Districts	
I	returned	to	Ulaanbaatar	in	the	middle	of	winter,	when	life	inside	the	ger-districts	is	the	most	
challenging.	It	had	been	5	months	since	Baatar	and	his	family	arrived	in	khoroo	7	and	I	was	
interested	to	see	how	they	had	been	coping	and	adjusting	to	their	new	lives.	Before	making	my	
way	to	their	district	I	called	Bataar	to	see	whether	he	and	the	family	were	available.	Somewhat	
to	my	surprise	it	was	Chuluun	who	answered	the	phone	and	told	me	that	he	was	busy	working	
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in	Naram	Tuul.	As	he	explained,	he	had	managed	to	secure	a	part-time	job	as	a	parking	
attendant	just	outside	the	market,	where	his	official	role	was	to	assist	drivers	in	finding	a	
parking	and,	along	with	a	team	of	other	young	men,	collect	payment	from	the	drivers	and	
generally	help	oversee	the	organisation	of	traffic.	As	I	was	walking	not	too	far	from	Naram	Tuul	
we	decided	to	meet	up	and	travel	together	to	khoroo	7	after	his	shift.	
	 Arriving	in	Naram	Tuul	I	spotted	Chuluun	just	outside	the	entrance	and	walked	over	to	
greet	him.	He	looked	well	and	was	busy	socialising	with	a	group	of	young	friends,	all	of	whom	
worked	alongside	him	as	part-time	parking	attendants.	I	enquired	into	how	he	and	his	family	
had	been	doing	over	the	past	few	months	and	he	explained	that	although	everyone	was	fine	
things	had	been	getting	more	difficult,	particularly	since	the	start	of	winter.	Although	he	had	
initially	expressed	interest	in	going	to	university	he	told	me	that	he	had	been	forced	to	look	for	
informal	work	instead,	specifically	as	the	cost	of	living	had	risen	and	the	household	were	not	
earning	enough	to	cover	all	of	their	daily	costs.	As	Chuluun	explained,	since	the	temperatures	
had	started	to	fall	the	household	were	forced	to	spend	far	more	of	their	already	limited	income	
on	heating	the	ger.	Initially	he	had	found	a	job	in	khoroo	7	itself,	specifically	collecting	scrap	
metal	for	recycling.	However,	as	this	was	very	low	paid	and	as	the	cost	of	heating	increased	he	
was	forced	to	look	for	alternate	work	and	was	recommended	the	parking	position	by	one	of	his	
neighbours.	This	was	an	informal	job	and	he	was	paid	on	a	daily	basis	below	the	minimum	
wage,	earning	1200	MNT	per	hour	and	working	for	approximately	6	hours	a	day,	3	days	per	
week,	giving	him	an	average	monthly	income	of	21600	MNT	(£6.3),	which	he	contributed	
directly	to	the	family.	
	 With	average	winter	temperatures	ranging	between	-30˚C	and	-	40˚C	in	Ulaanbaatar,	it	is	
essential	for	residents	in	the	ger-districts	to	keep	themselves	warm.	As	a	result,	all	households	
keep	their	central	stoves	lit	inside	their	gers	throughout	the	day	and	night.	However,	while	in	
rural	areas	herders	can	easily	acquire	wood	or	argal	free	of	charge,	in	the	city	they	are	forced	
to	purchase	fuel.	Given	the	fact	that	winters	last	particularly	long	from	the	end	of	October	to	
the	beginning	of	April,	residents	spend	a	considerable	amount	of	their	annual	income	on	
keeping	their	gers	warm.	Indeed,	a	recent	Asian	Development	Bank	study	(2006)	found	that	on	
average	a	household	in	the	ger-districts	spends	upwards	of	40%	of	their	monthly	income	on	
heating.	As	Chuluun	explained,	this	was	by	far	the	single	most	important	factor	which	had	
problematised	the	household’s	situation,	and	was	the	reason	why	he	himself	had	been	forced	
into	work.	Connected	to	this	and,	much	like	the	majority	of	residents	in	the	ger-districts,	the	
household	could	only	afford	to	burn	the	very	lowest-quality	wood	and	coal,	which	produces	
high	levels	of	air	pollution	across	the	city	and	has	been	shown	to	contribute	to	major	health	
problems	for	local	residents.	As	Chuluun	himself	described	it:		
	
In	the	spring	and	summer	months	the	sky	above	the	city	was	beautiful	and	just	like	back	home.	But	now	it	is	cold	and	
people	burn	their	stoves	all	the	time	so	the	sky	is	full	of	smog	and	dust.	Sometimes	it	is	very	hard	to	breath	when	you	
are	walking	through	the	city,	but	what	can	I	do?	I	have	to	walk	to	get	the	bus	to	work	here	and	help	pay	to	keep	us	
warm.		
	
After	making	our	way	to	khoroo	7	we	were	greeted	inside	by	Gogi	and	Narantuya.	As	usual,	
Gogi	prepared	tea	and	snacks	and	invited	me	to	sit	down	and	keep	warm	by	the	stove.	I	
immediately	noticed	the	difference	inside	the	ger	in	terms	of	air-quality:	while	in	the	
countryside	herders	burn	either	wood	or	argal	–	both	of	which	do	not	produce	excessive	
smoke	or	have	a	distinct	odour	–	the	coal	inside	the	stove	was	extremely	dirty.	Not	only	did	it	
exude	a	toxic	smell	but	it	also	produced	a	large	amount	of	smoke,	so	much	so	that	only	a	
portion	exited	through	the	upper	chimney	while	much	escaped	from	the	sides	of	the	stove	and	
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entered	the	inside	of	the	ger.	I	asked	Gogi	whether	it	had	caused	problems	and	she	replied	that	
everyone	in	the	household	had	been	coughing,	and	she	was	particularly	concerned	for	
Narantuya	given	that	she	was	still	young.	However,	Gogi	reiterated	Chuluun’s	remarks	that	the	
household	had	little	choice	but	to	burn	the	lowest-quality	fuel.		
	
	
(Figure	70.	Winter	in	the	ger-districts	–	photo	by	the	author)	
	
There	are	two	types	of	coal	available	to	burn	in	the	ger-districts:	nailakh	and	baganuur.	With	
its	sparkling	surface	and	more	efficient	burn	rate	the	former	is	generally	the	preferred	choice,	
although	it	is	also	more	expensive	(ADB	2006).	As	Gogi	described	it:	“People	who	have	a	
middle-range	income	are	able	to	buy	nailakh	coal.	But	15kg	of	nailakh	is	3500	MNT	more	
expensive	than	baganuur,	which	you	can	get	50kg	for	only	4500	MNT	(£1.3).	Therefore,	the	
city’s	poorest	people	can	only	afford	to	buy	baganuur	coal”.	Being	cheaper,	baganuur	coal	is	
also	far	less	efficient.	While	the	household	initially	purchased	a	higher-quality	wood,	the	falling	
temperatures	and	difficult	economic	situation	meant	they	soon	had	to	switch	to	coal,	initially	
nailakh	but	soon	changing	to	the	cheaper	and	more	damaging	baganuur.	This	regressive	
adjustment	provides	insight	into	many	household’s	worsening	economic	situation.		
	 I	stayed	with	Gogi	and	the	household	for	the	next	few	weeks	and	during	this	time	came	to	
experience	more	of	the	new	problems	associated	with	life	in	the	ger-districts.	On	one	typical	
afternoon,	I	observed	Chuluun	carrying	the	household’s	rubbish	outside	the	ger	and	dumping	it	
in	a	big	pile	in	the	corner	of	their	compound.	This	had	caught	my	attention	because	the	last	
time	I	visited	the	household	had	carried	their	garbage	to	a	rubbish	collection	point	
approximately	250	metres	away	from	the	ger.	In	fact,	I	had	even	assisted	Baatar	and	Chuluun	
in	transporting	their	waste,	specifically	using	the	same	trolley	borrowed	from	their	neighbours	
when	collecting	water.	Enquiring	about	this	Chuluun	explained	that	it	was	all	to	do	with	what	
he	called	‘Ulaanbaatar	2020’.	This	is	an	urban	policy	‘master	plan’	intended	to	improve	the	
urban	development	of	the	city	and,	in	particular,	life	in	the	ger-districts	(Chinbat	et	al.	2012).	
Although	consisting	of	various	social,	economic,	and	environmental	aspects	the	part	which	
Chuluun	was	referring	to	was	the	intended	goal	to	supply	the	ger-districts	with	a	provision	of	
basic	infrastructure	such	as	water	supply,	sewerage,	roads,	drainage,	electricity,	and	rubbish	
collection,	all	by	the	(optimistic)	target	of	2020.	The	implications	of	this	for	ordinary	
households	were	that	the	local	government	gradually	implemented	various	development	
initiatives,	of	which	the	installation	of	water	kiosks	was	one	example.		
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As	Chuluun	explained,	soon	after	I	left	the	government	‘upgraded’	the	rubbish	collection	point	
in	their	area	by	implementing	what	it	called	a	more	efficient	system.	While	previously	the	
rubbish	was	collected	once	a	month,	now	it	was	collected	every	two	weeks.	However,	as	part	of	
this	change	households	in	khoroo	7	were	now	charged	a	new	monthly	fee	of	2500	MNT,	to	be	
paid	regularly	should	they	wish	to	utilise	the	service.	As	many	households	could	not	(and	
would	not)	pay	this	fee,	many	simply	began	discarding	(or	burning)	their	rubbish	within	their	
ger	compounds,	as	well	as	increasingly	along	the	street.	As	Chuluun	explained,	of	course	he	and	
his	family	did	not	want	to	throw	their	rubbish	beside	their	ger	but	they	had	little	choice	given	
that	they	could	not	afford	the	new	cost.	This	became	a	widespread	issue	during	my	stay	in	
khoroo	7	as	rubbish	piled	up	and	residents	began	to	complain.	Coupled	with	this,	it	came	to	the	
attention	of	local	residents	that	the	government	was	operating	a	more	efficient	rubbish	
collection	service	at	a	lower	price	in	the	‘wealthier’	residential	areas	of	the	city	centre.	Thus,	it	
was	reported	that	while	in	the	ger-districts	households	were	being	charged	2500	MNT	(£0.7)	
per	month	for	a	vehicle	to	remove	rubbish	once	a	week,	residents	in	both	new	and	socialist-era	
apartment	blocks	were	charged	only	2000	MNT	(£0.4)	per	month	for	a	service	which	collected	
their	rubbish	two	times	per	week.	This	emerged	as	a	key	point	of	debate	amongst	all	residents	
in	the	area,	who	pointed	out	that	there	was	a	far	higher	concentration	of	people	in	the	ger-
districts	and	many	felt	this	to	be	an	unfair	policy	imposed	on	the	economically-disadvantaged.	
Making	matters	worse	was	the	fact	that	it	is	widely	known	that	people	living	in	socialist-era	
apartment	blocks	often	do	not	pay	utility	bills	at	all,	despite	the	fact	that	they	have	access	to	
electricity,	heating,	hot	water,	and	sanitation.	I	have	spent	time	in	a	number	of	these	
apartments	and	in	almost	all	cases	the	residents	told	me	that	indeed	they	had	never	paid	for	
these	services	over	a	period	of	decades,	a	remnant	of	the	old	socialist	model.	This	is	something	
which	the	local	government	claimed	to	be	addressing,	although	at	the	time	of	writing	the	
situation	remained.	Residents	of	the	ger-districts	are	acutely	aware	of	this	and	feel	persecuted	
for	having	to	pay	for	what	they	believe	to	be	basic	services,	while	those	that	they	perceive	as	
wealthier	do	not	have	to	pay	anything	at	all.			
Over	the	following	days	and	weeks,	I	stayed	with	the	household	and	assisted	them	in	any	
way	I	could.	Although	they	were	obviously	struggling	economically	they	continued	to	receive	
support	from	Baatar’s	sister,	as	well	as	from	other	households	in	the	neighbourhood.	Indeed,	
by	far	one	of	the	most	significant	changes	I	observed	was	the	expansion	of	the	household’s	
network	of	social	support,	which	now	included	a	diverse	range	of	people	from	across	the	ger-
district.	Much	as	in	rural	areas,	households	in	khoroo	7	shared	both	commodities	and	services,	
including	smaller	items	such	as	food	and	alcohol,	as	well	as	more	essential	things	such	as	
providing	transportation	whenever	possible.	For	example,	one	of	Chuluun’s	friends	had	a	
motorcycle	which	came	to	play	a	central	role	in	the	household’s	lives,	not	only	to	travel	more	
quickly	to	pick	up	supplies,	but	also	to	transport	Narantuya	to	school.	Of	course,	given	the	cost	
of	fuel	there	were	also	many	times	when	the	motorcycle	was	not	in	use,	and	it	was	common	for	
Chuluun	to	pass	by	his	friend	and	ask	whether	the	motorcycle	was	‘running’	or	not.		
	 Travelling	by	public	transport	was	another	important	aspect	of	daily	life	for	the	household,	
particularly	as	Chuluun,	Gogi,	and	Baatar	used	it	whenever	possible	to	carry	out	work.	
However,	there	were	also	significant	problems	with	using	public	transport,	not	only	in	terms	of	
cost,	but	also	the	limitations	associated	with	the	ger-districts	specifically.	In	general,	public	
transport	is	highly	limited	in	Ulaanbaatar’s	ger-districts:	while	in	older	neighborhoods	situated	
closer	to	the	city	there	are	buses	which	provide	fairly	regular	access,	there	is	no	transportation	
in	many	of	the	newer	districts	rapidly	emerging	around	the	city.	This	limits	people’s	mobility	in	
terms	of	seeking	–	and	maintaining	–	employment.	Indeed,	as	Chuluun	explained,	as	soon	as	he	
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managed	to	get	a	job	at	Naram	Tuul	it	became	imperative	that	he	start	travelling	by	bus	as	the	
market	is	approximately	15km	from	khoroo	7.	As	the	household	themselves	are	located	on	the	
outskirts	of	the	district	there	is	no	public	transportation	in	their	immediate	area.	As	a	result,	
Chuluun	would	have	to	first	walk	20	minutes	through	the	ger-district	until	reaching	a	main	
road.	From	there,	he	had	to	walk	another	15	minutes	to	reach	the	bus-stop,	which	arrives	only	
every	half	an	hour.	The	journey	itself	took	approximately	25	minutes,	although	as	Chuluun	
explained	the	traffic	in	Ulaanbaatar	was	such	that	he	often	took	double	this	time.	What	this	
meant	was	that	in	order	to	get	to	and	from	work	Chuluun	would	travel	between	2	and	3	hours	
per	day.	Despite	the	fact	that	Chuluun	needed	to	work	in	order	to	supplement	his	family’s	
income	he	also	had	to	spend	a	considerable	amount	of	money	on	transport	itself.	He	earned	
approximately	1200	MNT	per	hour	and	worked	for	approximately	6	hours	a	day,	3	days	per	
week,	giving	him	an	average	monthly	income	of	21600	MNT	(£6.3).	Based	on	this,	he	calculated	
that	he	spent	at	least	one	quarter	of	his	monthly	income	on	transportation.		
As	such	examples	make	clear	life	in	Ulaanbaatar’s	ger-districts	is	far	from	easy.	Although	
improvements	have	been	made	over	the	last	two	decades	the	large	majority	of	people	continue	
to	have	no	access	to	infrastructure	or	basic	services.	While	a	number	of	districts	have	more	
recently	been	connected	to	electricity,	most	have	no	electrical	supply,	running	water,	heating,	
or	landline	telephones.	According	to	a	recent	World	Bank	(2011)	report,	97%	of	households	
only	have	outside	latrines,	which	has	contributed	to	a	series	of	health	issues	in	some	areas.	
With	higher	levels	of	unemployment,	pollution,	and	social	tensions	than	anywhere	else	in	the	
country,	all	of	these	factors	combine	to	create	a	situation	of	relative	uncertainty.	Although	as	
we	have	seen	some	people	actively	cope	with	this	by	learning	new	skills	and	developing	
alternate	livelihood	strategies,	the	situation	for	many	remains	difficult.	Life	expectancy	is	
significantly	lower	in	the	ger-districts	than	in	other	regions	of	the	city,	as	are	levels	of	crime	
and	violence.	As	I	show	below	this	is	something	which	comes	to	manifest	at	the	level	of	skilled	
practice,	specifically	as	people	experience	these	problems	in	articulation	with	their	own	
inability	to	learn	new	skills,	their	deskilment	over	time,	as	well	as	their	failure	to	transpose	
pre-existing	skills	into	the	new	urban	context.	This	reveals	significant	insights	into	the	
limitations	of	enskilment	in	the	face	of	radical	change,	as	well	as	draws	attention	to	what	I	see	
as	a	fundamental	connection	between	people’s	ability	to	maintain	meaningful	skills	and	their	
sense	of	existential	security,	which	has	implications	for	understanding	how	people	experience	
wider	processes	of	change	in	other	ethnographic	contexts.		
	
Existential	Dislocation	and	Deskilment	
Following	my	return	to	the	ger-districts	the	one	person	who	I	had	not	had	the	chance	to	speak	
with	properly	was	Baatar.	Partly	this	was	due	to	the	fact	that	he	himself	was	preoccupied	with	
undertaking	informal	work.	Indeed,	as	the	household’s	economic	situation	had	worsened	
Baatar	spent	much	of	his	time	away	from	the	ger	either	working	or	searching	for	work,	leaving	
early	in	the	morning	and	returning	late	at	night.	As	time	went	on,	however,	I	noticed	that	there	
was	something	more	complicated	going	on.	As	Gogi	eventually	confided	to	me	Baatar	was	in	
fact	suffering	from	depression	and,	although	it	was	true	that	he	worked	most	of	the	day,	he	also	
spent	much	of	his	time	in	a	neighbouring	ger	drinking	with	a	friend.	This	came	to	the	fore	over	
the	following	weeks	as	Baatar’s	drinking	began	to	cause	conflicts	at	home.	As	I	came	to	learn,	
Baatar	had	initially	worked	with	Chuluun	in	collecting	scrap	materials	for	recycling.	Soon	
afterwards	he	managed	to	get	a	better	paid	job	in	Naram	Tuul,	specifically	working	as	a	
‘transporter’	-	carrying	goods	in	and	out	of	the	market	for	settled	retailers.	
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It	was	during	this	time	that	Baatar	began	feeling	depressed	about	his	and	his	family’s	situation:	
as	costs	began	to	rise	and	they	struggled	to	make	ends	meet	he	took	to	drinking	with	another	
transporter	from	the	market.	After	missing	work	a	number	of	times	and,	coming	to	work	drunk	
multiple	times,	he	was	eventually	fired.	For	the	next	three	days	he	simply	went	missing,	
although	as	I	later	heard	from	Baatar	himself	he	spent	the	entire	time	getting	drunk	in	a	
neighbouring	ger-district.		It	is	difficult	as	an	anthropologist	to	watch	one	of	one’s	friends	and	
interlocutors	in	the	field	experiencing	personal	problems,	particularly	after	the	suffering	
associated	with	the	2009-10	dzud.		
There	are	times	when	one’s	personal	sentiments	become	complicated	by	the	very	nature	of	
ethnographic	research,	and	it	seems	incorrect	or	unethical	to	question	one’s	friend	when	one	
knows	that	s/he	is	suffering.	Anthropologists	working	in	Northern	and	Inner	Asia	are,	perhaps	
more	than	others,	acutely	aware	of	the	complexities	of	alcohol	consumption.	On	the	one	hand,	
alcohol	is	undeniably	related	to	acts	of	violence,	drunkenness,	and	mortality,	and	statistics	
suggest	there	are	higher	rates	of	alcohol	abuse	in	Northern	and	Inner	Asian	societies	than	
many	other	parts	of	the	world	(McKnight	2006).	Alcohol,	however,	is	also	a	highly	symbolic	
substance,	one	that	has	a	particular	place	in	the	cultural	lifeworld	of	people	and	which	is	
fundamentally	intertwined	with	social	relations,	gender	constructions,	and	ontological	
presuppositions.	As	Williams	(2002)	notes,	alcohol	consumption	is	an	embedded	social	
phenomenon	that	can	neither	be	dismissed	as	commonplace	pathology	nor	be	disregarded	as	
quaint	local	culture.	Indeed,	who	you	drink	with	(and	how	much	you	can	drink)	reveals	
considerable	insight	into	your	embeddedness	within	social	networks	of	obligation,	as	well	as	
your	status	and	hierarchy	within	particular	communities.	Similarly,	alcohol	plays	a	key	role	in	
ritual	contexts	and	engagements	with	non-human	agencies,	such	as	when	people	flick	drops	of	
alcohol	to	pay	respect	to	the	sky,	earth	and	hearth,	all	of	which	are	perceived	as	having	their	
own	modes	of	being	and	which	specifically	affect	humans	and	thus	require	material	
consideration.	At	the	same	time	alcohol	has	a	fundamental	role	in	instilling	a	sense	of	intimacy	
and	ease	between	people,	and	it	is	often	during	moments	of	drinking	–	and	drunkenness	–	that	
relationships	are	forged.	This	is	true	not	only	of	the	relationships	one	observes	while	
undertaking	ethnographic	research,	but	also,	of	the	relationship	between	the	ethnographer	and	
one’s	interlocutors	as	well.	Indeed,	while	anthropologists	have	been	largely	reluctant	to	write	
about	alcohol	as	a	part	of	the	fieldwork	experience,	I	argue	that	rather	than	disregarding	it	as	a	
mere	formality	of	the	ethnographic	encounter,	it	should	instead	be	treated	as	a	serious,	
experiential	aspect	of	fieldwork	itself,	at	least	in	the	context	of	Northern	and	Inner	Asia.	This	is	
something	I	encountered	when	asked	by	Baatar	whether	I	wanted	to	‘have	a	drink’	(by	which	
he	meant	get	drunk	with	him)	and,	through	this,	he	revealed	a	series	of	emotions,	feelings,	and	
undefined	experiences	associated	with	his	struggle	to	adapt	to	life	in	the	ger-districts.	Here	I	
saw	that	asking	me	to	have	a	drink	-	and	‘getting	drunk’	together	-	was	also	a	way	of	
establishing,	for	Baatar,	an	intersubjective	space	through	which	he	felt	comfortable	enough	to	
tell	me	how	he	felt	and	the	problems	he	had	been	facing	(also	see	Turner	&	Brunner	2001;	
Jackson	1996).		
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(Figure	71.	In	the	shadow	of	new	Ulaanbaatar	–	photo	by	the	author)	
	
As	Baatar	explained,	he	had	felt	totally	lost	since	his	arrival	in	the	capital	city.	As	a	Mongolian	
man	and	the	head	of	a	household	he	had	tried	to	be	strong	and	set	a	good	example	for	his	wife	
and	children.	However,	he	now	felt	they	had	made	the	wrong	decision	in	leaving	the	Shishged.	
He	told	me	that	he	missed	the	open	space	of	the	grasslands	and	felt	restricted	in	the	ger-
districts:	“It	is	like	having	something	hanging	over	your	head	all	of	the	time.	In	the	winter,	
there	is	pollution	and	smog,	while	in	summer	there	just	cars	and	people	all	over.	I	am	a	simple	
man	from	the	countryside.	I	did	not	even	like	visiting	Mörön	when	I	was	young	and	now	I	am	in	
the	biggest	city	in	Mongolia.	Sometimes	I	wish	I	could	just	wake	up	and	be	back	with	my	herd”.	
Connected	to	this,	Baatar	explained	that	he	hated	the	fact	that	he	no	longer	had	any	herd	
animals	of	his	own,	perceiving	this	to	be	somehow	a	failure	on	his	part.	Importantly,	Baatar	not	
only	explained	his	feelings	of	loss	and	despair	on	the	basis	of	what	he	felt	he	had	left	behind,	
but	also,	in	terms	of	how	he	could	not	adapt	(dasakh)	his	skills	to	city	life:		
	
Everything	is	different	in	Ulaanbaatar	than	in	the	countryside.	In	the	countryside	when	you	get	up	in	the	morning	you	
immediately	have	work	to	do:	you	have	to	take	the	sheep	and	goats	away	from	the	encampment	and	make	sure	they	are	
grazing	in	the	right	place.	After	that,	you	must	work	with	the	horses	and	train	them	for	riding.	If	it	is	spring,	then	you	must	
castrate	lambs	and	if	it	is	autumn	then	you	castrate	mares.	In	the	countryside,	I	always	have	things	to	do,	but	here	is	totally	
different.	Work	means	something	else	here;	it	means	to	struggle	(temtsel)	and	fight	(tulaldakh).	Here	you	have	to	find	work.	
You	have	to	show	that	you	can	do	different	things.	But	I	have	never	learnt	these	things	before:	I	cannot	drive	a	car,	I	cannot	
calculate	like	in	the	market.	I	don’t	think	I	can	work	like	they	do	here.	In	the	countryside,	you	have	your	own	animals	and	
everything	is	up	to	you.	You	choose	when	to	move	and	where	to	go.	But	here	everything	is	different.	Here	everything	is	out	of	
your	control.		
	
Sitting	with	Baatar	over	the	course	of	the	day	and	night	and	becoming	quite	drunk,	he	revealed	
many	of	his	deepest	fears	and	anxieties,	as	well	as	his	own	self-perception	as	being	somehow	
limited	or	blocked	from	adapting	to	the	city	on	the	basis	of	his	own	inapplicability	to	urban	life.	
This	is	something	which	is	far	from	unusual	in	the	context	of	rural-urban	migration	in	
Mongolia.	Indeed,	as	increasing	numbers	of	herders	move	from	the	countryside	to	the	city,	it	
has	become	apparent	that	not	all	are	able	to	adjust.	This	is	the	case,	in	particular,	for	men	who	
have	a	far	higher	rate	of	unemployment,	alcohol	abuse,	and	psychological	problems.	A	report	
carried	out	by	the	Health	Ministry	of	Mongolia	noted	that	alcohol	abuse	amongst	male	
migrants	in	the	city	was	Mongolia's	biggest	social	and	economic	crisis.	In	2010,	the	World	
Health	Organisation	found	that	more	than	half	of	Ulaanbaatar’s	total	population	-	or	55%	-	
admitted	that	they	used	alcohol	excessively	and	15%	felt	themselves	to	be	completely	
dependent.	In	2010	alone,	140	thousand	people	were	found	by	local	police	or	ambulance	
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services	drunk	in	the	ger-districts,	and	had	to	brought	to	specific	sobering-up	cells	to	prevent	
them	from	freezing	to	death	in	winter	or	from	doing	harm	to	others.	The	same	survey	indicated	
that	around	1000	people	died	because	of	accidents	related	to	alcohol	abuse	on	an	annual	basis,	
while	72%	of	serious	crime	-	including	murder,	violent	robbery,	and	household	abuse	-	were	
alcohol	related.	Many	politicians	have	a	direct	interest	in	the	alcohol	industry,	and	alcohol	
taxes	generate	large	revenues	for	the	government.	In	the	years	1985-1990	surveys	show	that	
87.7%	of	the	total	population	did	not	consume	alcohol	at	all,	10.6%	used	to	drink	only	on	
special	occasions,	1.2%	consumed	alcohol	regularly,	and	only	0.7%	were	alcohol-dependent.	
By	2010,	the	World	Health	Organisation	found	that	more	than	half	of	Ulaanbaatar’s	population	
admitted	they	used	alcohol	excessively,	15%	were	dependent,	and	one	in	five	men	binge	drink	
on	a	weekly	basis.	1000	people	die	because	of	accidents	related	to	alcohol	abuse	on	an	annual	
basis,	while	72%	of	serious	crime	are	alcohol	related.	One	additional	factor	is	the	sheer	
availability	of	alcohol.	Mongolia	has	one	shop	selling	alcohol	for	every	270	people,	the	highest	
number	in	world.		
	 Now	while	such	statistics	are	certainly	revealing,	it	is	important	to	situate	them	within	the	
context	of	people’s	everyday	lives.	I	met	a	number	of	individuals	–	usually	men	–	who	
expressed	precisely	the	same	concerns	as	described	by	Baatar.	Indeed,	the	most	common	
reason	given	by	people	for	excessive	alcohol	consumption	(and	related	issues	such	as	violence)	
was	that	they	felt	they	could	not	adapt	to	life	in	the	city.	Connected	to	this,	people	explained	
that	the	things	which	mattered	most	to	them	while	living	in	the	countryside	seemed	to	no	
longer	have	relevance	in	the	new	urban	context,	such	as	herding	animals,	being	able	to	move	
freely	on	the	grasslands,	and	being	in	control	of	one’s	life	path.	Often	this	was	articulated	in	
characteristic	expressions	of	Mongolian	notions	of	self,	including	references	to	losing	or	having	
one’s	‘soul’	or	‘life	force’	(suld)	diminished.	Here	the	issue	of	gender	plays	an	absolutely	central	
role.	Indeed,	Mongolian	notions	of	masculinity	are	firmly	rooted	in	attitudes	and	perceptions	of	
strength,	autonomy,	and	bravery	(Bille	2012;	also	see	Campi	2006;	Hanson	2004).	This	is	the	
case,	in	particular,	for	herder	men,	for	whom	‘being	a	man’	is	directly	associated	with	the	
practices	and	skills	of	riding	and	training	horses,	working	with	herd	animals,	spending	time	in	
the	landscape	and,	in	the	Shishged,	hunting	in	the	taiga.	In	learning	these	skills	over	time	men	–	
and	young	boys	–	gradually	come	to	form	the	very	basis	of	their	self-identity.	As	many	of	these	
skills	are	deemed	not	applicable	in	the	urban	context	and	the	ger-districts,	many	herder	
migrants	experience	a	sense	of	existential	loss	(Bikale	&	Khurelbaatar	2000).	This	is	
compounded	by	the	fact	that	many	migrant	women	adapt	rather	better,	often	finding	work	for	
the	first	time	and	to	some	extent	replacing	their	husbands	as	the	sole	bread-winner.	Here	there	
is	also	a	gendered	distinction	with	regards	to	the	different	kinds	of	skills	that	can	and	cannot	
be	transposed	from	the	rural	context.	Thus,	while	Gogi	could	quite	easily	adapt	her	pre-existing	
skills	such	as	cleaning	to	working	in	a	more	formal	company,	for	people	such	as	Baatar	it	is	far	
more	difficult	–	at	least	for	him	–	to	imagine	how	the	skills	which	he	has	been	trained	in	and	
which	he	has	come	to	learn–	can	be	put	to	use	in	what	is	a	radically	different	context.	This	has	
been	reported	by	a	number	of	NGO’s	working	in	the	ger-districts,	specifically	trying	to	tackle	
the	problem	of	alcohol	and	violence.	As	one	employee	of	a	United	Nations	Development	Project	
told	me:	“Pastoral	men	find	it	much	harder	than	women	when	they	come	to	the	city.	These	men	
are	used	to	taking	care	of	the	household.	They	had	the	freedom	to	be	on	the	steppe,	go	hunting.	
When	they	come	here	they	cannot	use	any	of	these	skills.	It	is	a	total	transformation”.	
	 Speaking	with	Bataar	about	this	one	day	he	remarked	that	“many	men	here	cannot	do	
anything,	so	they	just	stay	at	home	and	drink”.	As	we	have	seen,	herding	life	in	all	of	its	many	
forms	is	characterised	by	specific	kinds	of	relationship	between	human	beings,	herd	animals,	
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and	the	landscape.	For	herders	the	everyday	practices	of	herding,	hunting,	and	moving	
between	pastures	are	not	simply	tied	to	economic	production	but	how	they	experience	
themselves	as	individuals	and	which	give	meaning	to	their	existence.	For	a	person	such	as	
Baatar	who	has	lived	all	of	his	life	on	the	grasslands,	moving	to	Ulaanbaatar	is	not	simply	a	
movement	across	space	but	a	movement	between	two	different	lifeworlds.	What	gives	him	
meaning	in	the	countryside	may	indeed	be	transposed	into	the	city	and	produce	new	kinds	of	
lifestyle,	but	it	might	also	not	be	transposed	and	thus	result	in	a	radical	experience	of	profound	
loss,	dislocation,	and	existential	angst.		
	 Although	anthropology	has	rarely	explored	the	effects	of	social	and	economic	change	on	the	
‘loss’	or	‘transformation’	of	skills	(but	see	Grasseni	2009;	Harris	2005),	the	subject	has	a	
relatively	long	history	in	both	sociology	and	political-economy	(Beynon	1994;	Jaros	2008).	
Particularly	in	the	context	of	industrial	work	studies	have	explored	the	impact	of	technological	
change	on	the	skills	of	workers,	out	of	which	emerged	the	concept	of	‘de-skilling’:	the	process	
by	which	skilled	labour	is	eliminated	by	the	introduction	of	technology	(Braverman	1998).	
Implicit	within	this	is	a	Marxist	critique	of	Taylorism	(and	‘Scientific	Management’)	and	of	a	
capitalist	mode	of	production	more	generally.	Indeed,	Braverman	(ibid)	suggested	that	both	
manual	and	non-manual	work	were	being	deskilled	in	his	seminal	analyses	of	craft	work	and	
clerical	work.	Consequently,	for	Braverman,	advanced	capitalism	is	said	to	be	producing	a	
proletarianisation	of	the	workforce,	and	this	is	seen	as	a	vindication	of	earlier	Marx’s	
arguments	on	deskilling	and	proletarianisation	under	conditions	of	competitive	capitalism	
(Adler	1990).	Here	there	is	an	assumption	that	de-skilling	is	directly	tied	to	decreasing	quality,	
demeaning	labour	by	rendering	work	mechanical,	rather	than	thoughtful,	making	workers	
automatons	rather	than	artisans,	as	well	as	undermining	community	cohesion	(ibid:174-6).	
Although	a	range	of	stances	have	since	emerged	since	Braverman’s	work	it	is	possible	to	
identify	two	major	positions	((Littler	&	Innes	2003:	75;	Spencer	2000;	Heisig	2009).	First,	
Braverman’s	account	of	the	tendency	for	industrial	societies	to	disempower	and	deskill	
workers	has	been	rejected	in	favor	of	approaches	which	emphasise	up-skilling,	including	new	
job	opportunities,	employee	flexibility,	access	to	knowledge,	and	the	use	of	new	technologies.	
Such	stances	are	also	typically	codified	“into	a	post-Fordist,	post-modernist	or	‘new	industrial	
era’	discourse”	(Littler	&	Innes	2003:	75;	Gaillie	1991;),	where	the	jobs	of	new	sub-fields	such	
as	media	and	information	technology	(Silicon	Valley,	Google,	call-centres,	Uber,	etc.)	are	said	to	
produce	new	forms	of	post-industrial	skills.	Second,	and	in	direct	contrast,	there	has	been	
those	who	seek	to	modify	but	largely	support	Braverman’s	thesis	(Attewell	1987;	Littler	1982;	
Adler,	1990;	Jaros	2008;	Spencer,	2000;	Wood	1982;	Gallie	1991;	Beynon,	1994;	Heisig	2009).	
As	Littler	and	Innes	(2003:73)	put	it	in	reviewing	this	work:	“The	analogy	of	an	epistemological	
pendulum	has	been	drawn,	in	which	the	deskilling/upskilling	debate	‘has	swung	back	and	forth	
across	the	academic	generations”.	More	detailed	research	with	a	specific	ethnographic	focus	
have	been	Linhart’s	(1981)	study	of	de-skilling	in	a	Citroen	factory	in	France,	Ching	Kwan	Lee’s	
(1998)	analysis	of	urban	workers	in	Shenzhen,	as	well	as	Joshi’s	(2003)	study	of	declining	skills	
amongst	Indian	textile	workers,	who	all	point	to	revised	elements	of	Braverman’s	initial	thesis.		
		 Now	on	the	one	hand	the	above	theoretical	and	ethnographic	work	has	provided	much	
important	insight	into	the	effects	of	social,	economic,	and	technological	change	on	the	skills	and	
practices	of	workers.	Indeed,	the	concept	of	de-skilling	has	been	useful	in	linking	the	political	
economy	of	industrial	work	with	the	transformation	of	skills	over	time	and,	particularly	in	the	
context	of	technological	change,	has	shown	the	human	impact	of	so-called	technical	
improvements	with	the	innovation	of	new	forms	of	technology.	At	the	same	time,	however,	
there	have	been	a	number	of	limitations	with	this	research	and	the	concept	of	de-skilling	in	
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particular,	and	this	goes	some	way	to	explaining	why	it	has	not	had	the	deserved	consideration	
in	cognate	fields	such	as	anthropology.	First,	there	has	been	an	understandable	yet	un-
balanced	tendency	to	focus	specifically	on	industrial	work	and	skills.	Implicit	within	this	is	the	
assumption	that	skills	are	‘specialist’	practices	associated	with	the	world	of	formal	labour	and	
corollary	institutions,	hence	the	focus	on	‘the	workplace’,	‘the	factory	floor’,	and	the	skills	of	
key	employment	categories	such	as	engineers,	scientists,	textile	workers,	and	others.	I	would	
argue,	however,	that	what	is	required	of	the	anthropology	of	skill	is	to	consider	the	everyday	
processes	of	deskilment	in	ordinary	contexts	of	change,	such	as	migrants	moving	to	the	capital	
city	and	becoming	‘de-skilled’	on	account	of	the	inapplicability	of	their	pre-existing	skills	to	be	
applied	and	rendered	meaningful	in	the	new	context.	Part	of	this	is	also	an	exercise	in	
broadening	our	own	theoretical	presuppositions,	specifically	deconstructing	the	hierarchy	
between	the	so-called	‘high’	skills	of	the	engineer	or	technical	expert	and	those	that	come	to	be	
learnt	and	practiced	in	other,	less	formal	settings,	such	as	living	on	the	grasslands	or	migrating	
to	a	capital	city.	As	I	have	shown,	herders	are	themselves	specialists	in	their	own	particular	
lifeworlds	and	the	skills	which	support	herding	life	are	no	less	complex	and	deserving	of	
attention	than	those	in	formalised	work	places.	Anthropologists,	of	course,	are	ideally	suited	to	
broadening	the	scope	of	the	study	of	skills,	specifically	as	the	people	with	whom	we	live	and	
work	all	learn	and	embody	their	own	specific	kinds	of	expertise.	In	the	process,	we	are	in	a	
suitable	position	to	understand	and	describe	the	transformation	of	these	skills	in	contexts	of	
social,	economic,	and	political	change,	presenting	ethnographic	accounts	of	how	skills	come	to	
be	adapted,	transposed	or,	as	in	the	case	of	Baatar,	deemed	no	longer	relevant.	
	 Building	upon	this	is	another	limitation	associated	with	the	above	literature;	namely,	the	
lack	of	attention	to	the	existential	impact	of	de-skilling	on	people’s	everyday	lives.	Indeed,	
while	it	is	no	doubt	essential	to	describe	the	effects	of	technological	change	on	work	relations	
and	institutional	arrangements	within	contexts	of	production,	the	question	of	how	do	workers	
‘feel’	and	‘experience’	the	loss	and	transformation	of	their	skills	largely	goes	unanswered.	Here	
we	require	phenomenological	descriptions	of	the	de-skilling	process	itself	based	on	individual	
cases	and	communities	of	practice,	in	order	to	prioritise	the	existential	impact	and	visceral	
effect	of	losing	one’s	skills	or	having	them	deemed	no	longer	necessary.	In	the	case	of	Baatar,	
for	example,	it	is	not	simply	enough	to	state	that	the	skills	of	herding	life	are	no	longer	relevant	
in	the	urban	context,	but	rather,	to	connect	the	inapplicability	of	those	skills	to	how	he	himself	
imagines	them	as	part	of	his	own	meaningful	existence.	As	I	myself	encountered	time	and	again	
in	the	ger-districts,	herder	men	identify	with	the	skills	they	had	learnt	in	the	countryside	and	
which	they	‘brought	with	them’	in	the	form	of	practical	embodied	experience.	This	practical	
experience	is	itself	what	has	given	their	lives	meaning	and	faced	with	their	‘irrelevance’	in	the	
new	context	is	experienced	as	an	existential	dislocation.	Of	course,	this	link	between	skills,	
meaning,	and	existential	crisis	is	not	confined	to	rural-urban	migration	but	would	be	equally	
applicable	in	the	context	of	other	settings	such	as	industrial	change.	After	all,	this	is	precisely	
what	Marx	himself	referred	to	when	discussing	the	de-humanisation	of	labour	in	the	context	of	
industrial	capitalism,	emphasising	that	the	transformations	in	people’s	skills	were	not	simply	
characterised	by	statistics	of	unemployment	or	the	redundancy	of	particular	kinds	of	work,	but	
the	very	devaluation	of	workers’	identities	and	senses	of	self.		
	 I	argue	that	a	phenomenological	approach	to	deskilment	is	especially	important	in	contexts	
of	radical	change	such	as	migration	or	relocation.	This	is	the	case	because	these	moments	
induce	experiences	that	are	not	easily	translated	by	normative	anthropological	theory,	such	as	
those	of	Bataar	and	other	new	migrants	in	the	capital	city.	Here	people	often	apply	ambivalent	
self-characterisations	such	as	‘in-betweeness’	and	‘loss’	to	capture	their	shifting	existential	
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moment.	Such	self-characterisations	are	examples	of	what	Durkheim	called	anomie	or	what	
Bourdieu	termed	conatus,	‘critical	moments	when	the	expectations	that	sustain	people’s	
habitus	are	no	longer	available,	when	our	illusio	–	our	interest	and	investment	in	life	(is)	
shattered’	(Jackson	2005:	xxii).	Here	the	effects	of	migration	are	not	necessarily	definable	but	
emerge	through	everyday	events	and	encounters,	such	as	Bataar	turning	up	to	work	drunk	or	
feeling	ashamed	for	having	‘let	his	family	down’.	It	is	for	this	reason	that	I	adopt	a	
phenomenological	perspective	when	seeking	to	understand	Baatar’s	experiences,	attending	to	
the	ways	in	which	change	had	been	grasped,	experienced	and,	as	we	have	seen,	not	entirely	
dealt	with.	Here	the	transformations	brought	about	by	migration	are	expressed	contextually,	in	
everyday	experiences,	comments,	and	actions,	from	‘feeling	lost’	to	moments	of	drunkenness	
and,	unfortunately	for	some,	violence	and	suicide.	As	Merleau-Ponty	remarked,	being	human	is	
not	only	a	matter	of	‘I	think’	but	‘I	can’	(1962:137).	As	Jackson	adds,	however,	it	is	also	
frequently	a	matter	of	‘I	cannot’;	“To	be	human	is	not	only	to	have	intentions	and	purposes,	
which	one	strives	to	consummate…it	is	to	be	thwarted,	conflicted	and	thrown	by	contingency	
and	circumstance”	(2005:	xiii-xiv;	also	see	Jackson	1989).	Here	I	see	a	useful	collaboration	
between	phenomenological	descriptions	and	the	anthropology	of	skill,	specifically	highlighting	
the	existential	foundations	of	skills	and	their	deep	meaning	in	people’s	lives	(Fraser	2010,	
2015).	Furthermore,	I	see	a	useful	potential	connection	between	the	political-economy	of	skill	
outlined	here	and	the	recent	anthropology	of	hope	articulated	in	other	ethnographic	contexts	
(Miyazaki	2006;	Hage	2003),	whereby	hope	is	dependent	on	the	maintenance	and	successful	
transposition	of	deeply	meaningful	skills	(also	see	Mertz	2002).	In	this	way,	the	anthropology	
of	skill	has	the	potential	to	become	an	empirically-grounded	political-economy	of	skill	which	
traces	the	impact	of	social,	economic,	and	political	change,	not	just	in	people’s	abstract	lives	but	
in	their	bodies	and	articulated	through	their	emotional	responses	and	experiences.		
	
Conclusion	
In	this	chapter	I	described	the	movement	of	households	from	rural	areas	to	the	capital	city.	
Using	ethnographic	material	of	one	particular	household	I	described	their	process	of	migrating	
to	Ulaanbaatar,	beginning	with	the	various	preparations	required	before	departure,	the	
1000km	journey	itself,	their	arrival	in	the	ger-districts	of	the	capital	city,	as	well	as	finding	an	
appropriate	plot	of	land	upon	which	to	erect	their	ger	and	begin	their	new	lives.	I	also	
described	the	everyday	experiences	of	life	in	the	ger-districts	including	acquiring	food,	water,	
and	household	supplies,	moving	across	the	city	in	seeking	out	informal	work,	as	well	as	
negotiating	with	local	government	and	international	development	organisations.	Here	I	
showed	how,	for	many	new	migrants,	survival	is	fundamentally	intertwined	with	the	learning	
of	new	skills	and	the	transposition	of	existing	skills	into	a	radically	different	context.		
Also	in	the	chapter	I	considered	some	of	the	more	problematic	aspects	associated	with	life	in	
the	ger-districts	and	how	they	come	to	manifest	at	the	level	of	skilled	practice.	I	showed	how	
for	some	people	life	in	the	ger-districts	is	characterised	by	an	inability	to	learn	new	skills,	by	
processes	of	deskilment,	as	well	as	the	failure	to	take	pre-existing	skills	and	apply	them	in	a	
city	environment.	Thus,	I	described	how	Baatar	struggled	in	Ulaanbaatar	as	the	skills	which	he	
had	learnt	and	which	had	given	meaning	were	no	longer	relevant	in	the	new	urban	context.	
Engaging	with	the	wider	literature	on	de-skilling,	I	pushed	the	anthropology	of	skill	further	to	
reveal	the	relationship	between	skills	and	people’s	own	sense	of	existential	security,	
elucidating	the	implications	of	losing	one’s	skills	or	finding	that	one’s	skills	are	no	longer	
applicable	in	the	face	of	radical	change.	Here	I	argued	that	skills	should	not	be	seen	simply	as	
practices	which	one	comes	to	learn,	lose,	or	forget	but	as	deeply	meaningful	embodied	
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expressions	of	self.	In	this	way,	I	extended	the	hermeneutic	framework	towards	what	might	be	
called	a	political-economy	of	skill,	whereby	social,	economic,	and	political	changes	are	tracked	
and	traced	at	the	level	of	human	embodiment	and	experience,	and	argued	for	a	revised	
conceptualisation	of	change	itself	based	on	skilled	practice.		
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Conclusion	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
In	this	dissertation,	I	have	attempted	to	develop	a	new	approach	to	postsocialist	change.	More	
specifically,	I	proposed	a	hermeneutic	framework	for	elucidating	the	polydirectional	
experience	of	postsocialist	change,	extending	Ingold’s	concept	of	enskilment	–	and	developing	
the	terms	deskilment	and	transposition	of	skills	-	combined	with	a	critique	of	the	teleological	
metanarratives	which	underpin	normative	conceptualisations.	I	argued	that	such	normative	
approaches	fail	to	capture	the	reality	of	life	as	I	encountered	it	during	my	fieldwork	between	
2012-3,	and	in	opposition	to	this	I	developed	a	processual	and	polydirectional	perspective	
grounded	in	skilled	practice.	This	approach	was	designed	to	capture	not	only	the	transmission	
of	skills	between	the	generations	but	also	new	skills	learnt	in	articulation	with	change,	as	well	
as	those	that	are	lost,	forgotten,	transformed,	contested,	and	transposed	in	relation	to	varying	
contexts	of	social,	economic,	and	political	transformation.	By	extending	skill	in	this	way	and	by	
observing	transformations	in	skilled	practice	I	argued	that	we	are	better	afforded	insight	into	
the	polydirectional	experiences	characteristic	of	life	in	late	postsocialist	Mongolia,	including	
differentiation	within	communities	and	between	the	generations,	non-linear	changes	and	
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transpositions,	as	well	as	non-teleological	reversals.	With	this	approach,	I	sought	to	analyse	
how	people	living	in	a	remote	part	of	Northern	Mongolia	have	experienced	the	recent	changes	
to	have	occurred	over	the	last	ten	to	fifteen	years	since	the	postsocialist	transition.	In	the	
process,	I	critiqued	the	teleological	metanarrative	of	‘modernisation’	and	related	concepts	of	
‘globalisation’,	‘marketisation’,	‘sedentarisation’,	and	‘urbanisation’,	which	failed	to	capture	the	
everyday	lived-experiences	of	my	interlocutors.		
	 My	main	argument	in	the	dissertation	was	that	while	Mongolia’s	postsocialist	transition	
occurred	over	twenty	years	ago	it	is	still	not	clear	what	has	come	after	postsocialism,	or	how	
we	as	anthropologists	might	conceptualise	the	contradictory,	non-linear,	and	reversible	
experiences	of	people	during	the	so-called	postsocialist	period.	Here	I	used	the	hermeneutic	
framework	to	investigate	different	aspects	of	social	life	as	I	encountered	them	during	my	
fieldwork.	In	each	case	I	described	the	continuities	and	transformations	of	skills	and	
problematised	what	I	saw	to	be	four	major	narratives	of	teleological	change.		
	 In	Chapter	1	I	described	the	most	fundamental	aspects	of	herding	life	and	showed	how	
these	come	to	be	taught	and	learnt	between	the	generations,	specifically	through	the	informal	
apprenticeships	within	herding	households	and	the	intimate	relations	between	human	beings	
and	herd	animals.	In	Chapter	2	I	described	how	herding	life	intersected	with	the	collapse	of	
state	socialism	and	the	return	to	a	subsistence	economy,	as	well	the	corollary	changes	
associated	with	the	postsocialist	transition	such	as	the	advent	of	marketisation	and	shifting	
relations	between	the	mobile	and	settled	sections	of	rural	life.	I	showed	how	these	changes	
have	manifested	at	the	level	of	skilled	practice	and	how	they	are	experienced	by	herders	in	
polydirectional	ways.	In	the	process,	I	problematised	the	assumption	that	change	occurs	as	a	
linear	process	from	‘tradition’	to	‘modernity’,	emphasising	instead	peoples’	non-linear	
experiences	and	the	permeable	divisions	between	the	presocialist,	socialist,	and	postsocialist	
contexts.	In	chapter	3	I	explored	the	use	of	new	technologies	and	how	they	were	incorporated	
into	herding	practices,	generating	alternate	livelihood	strategies,	and	resulting	in	wider	
changes	in	social	life.	I	argued	that	while	notions	of	technological	change	have	long	been	tied	to	
the	teleological	metanarrative	of	modernisation	it	is	important	to	emphasise	the	
polydirectional	ways	in	which	herders	experience	technological	change.	Here	I	showed	how	
motorcycles,	solar	panels,	and	mobile	phones	are	not	experienced	as	a	transition	from	
‘tradition’	to	‘modernity’,	as	a	singular	‘improvement’,	or	as	replacing	pre-existing	technologies	
in	a	uniform	way,	but	rather,	from	within	the	context	of	the	postsocialist	transition	and	the	
return	to	a	subsistence	economy	-	as	simultaneously	providing	benefits	and	disadvantages,	
producing	losses	and	gains,	and	resulting	in	enskilment	and	deskilment.	In	chapter	4	I	
considered	the	ontological	presuppositions	of	my	interlocutors	within	the	context	of	taiga	
based	hunting	and	ritual	practices.	I	described	the	skills	associated	with	these	and	elucidated	
the	ways	in	which	novices	come	to	learn	via	participation,	as	well	as	how	these	skills	are	
intertwined	with	those	of	‘properly’	relating	to	nonhuman	agencies.	I	showed	how	people’s	
ontological	presuppositions	have	intersected	with	both	the	collapse	of	state	socialism	and	the	
advent	of	a	market	economy,	contributing	to	recent	theoretical	debates	concerning	multiple	
ontologies	and	the	revitalisation	of	the	concept	of	‘animism’.	Here	I	problematised	what	I	see	to	
be	a	teleological	narrative	and	argued	for	a	processual	conceptualisation	of	ontology	based	on	
skilled	practice,	whereby	experiences	and	understandings	about	‘what	exists’	come	to	be	
generated	through	cumulative	processes	of	enskilment	and	deskilment.	In	chapter	5	I	explored	
trans-frontier	trading	in	articulation	with	herding	life.	By	following	the	journeys	two	trans-
frontier	traders	I	described	their	everyday	practices	and	how	they	not	only	afforded	new	
opportunities	but	also	demanded	new	skills,	including	the	flexible	transposition	of	pre-existing	
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skills	into	new	contexts.	In	the	process,	I	demonstrated	how	informal	trading	cannot	be	
understood	as	a	transition	from	pre-capitalist	(or	socialist)	to	a	capitalist	economy,	or	from	the	
‘logic’	of	the	neoliberal	market	and	the	purportedly	universal	goal	of	capital	maximisation.	
Instead	they	remain	intertwined	with	non-economic	factors	such	as	maintaining	social	
obligations	(hariutslaga),	ontological	presuppositions	and	experiences	of	the	soul	(suld),	as	
well	as	culturally-specific	understandings	of	wealth	and	capital.	Finally,	in	Chapter	6	I	explored	
the	migration	of	herding	households	to	the	capital	city,	describing	the	process	of	rural	to	urban	
migration	and	the	everyday	experiences	of	life	in	the	ger-districts.	I	showed	how	these	are	
fundamentally	tied	to	the	learning	of	new	skills	and	the	transposition	of	existing	skills	into	the	
urban	context.	I	also	considered	the	new	problems	and	restrictions	associated	with	life	in	the	
ger-districts	and	how	these	come	to	manifest	at	the	level	of	skilled	practice.	Here	I	showed	how	
for	some	people	this	is	characterised	by	an	inability	to	learn	new	skills,	processes	of	
deskilment,	as	well	as	the	failure	of	pre-existing	skills	to	be	transposed	in	the	new	urban	
context.	In	the	process,	I	pushed	the	hermeneutic	framework	further	to	reveal	the	relationship	
between	skills	and	people’s	sense	of	existential	security,	developing	what	I	called	a	political-
economy	of	skill	and	demonstrating	how	processes	of	social,	economic,	and	political	change	
can	tracked	and	traced	at	the	level	of	human	embodiment	and	experience.		
	 The	wider	conclusions	which	I	have	drawn	from	this	research	are	multiple.	Firstly,	that	
Mongolia’s	transition	to	postsocialism	has	not	unfolded	as	first	predicted,	either	by	the	state,	
international	donor	agencies,	non-governmental	organisations,	and	ordinary	Mongolians.	For	
most	people	life	continues	to	be	constrained	by	the	limitations	of	living	in	a	rural	society,	
refracted	through	new	contradictions	associated	with	Mongolia’s	struggling	economy.	My	
second	finding	is	that	especially	for	herding	households	their	experiences	of	postsocialism	
cannot	not	be	reduced	to	any	teleological	process,	but	are	instead	characterised	by	a	range	of	
non-linear,	co-existing,	and	often	reversible	processes	which	problematised	normative	
assumptions.	My	third	conclusion	is	that	in	order	to	fully	understand	how	people	experience	
life	in	the	late	postsocialist	context	it	is	essential	to	develop	new	ways	of	thinking	and	writing	
outside	the	familiar	metanarratives.	I	showed	that	in	order	to	take	the	non-linear,	non-
teleological	experiences	of	people	seriously	we	require	different	theoretical	and	
methodological	tools,	ones	which	are	able	to	capture	simultaneously	both	positive	and	
negative	transformations,	advances	and	reversals,	changes	and	continuities.	My	fourth	
conclusion	is	of	a	more	theoretical	kind.	Namely,	that	there	are	important	implications	that	a	
person,	after	becoming	accomplished	in	a	particular	set	of	skills,	is	forced	into	a	context	where	
those	skills	are	no	longer	applicable	or	have	their	value	reduced.	Here	I	explored	the	social	and	
existential	implications	of	people	losing	or	forgetting	certain	skills,	and	debated	how	they	go	
about	re-embodying,	re-inventing,	and	re-imagining	new	skills	in	contexts	of	social	change.	I	
argue	that	this	goes	to	the	heart	of	any	analysis	of	social	change	and	therefore	demands	of	us	as	
anthropologists	that	we	trace	the	losses,	transformations,	and	transpositions	of	skills	as	people	
encounter	change	and	attempt	to	cope	with	their	lives.	Finally,	the	dissertation	also	offered	a	
critical	reflection	on	how	we	think	about	change	in	both	explicit	and	implicit	ways,	and	how	we	
might	use	our	ethnographic	material	from	different	social	and	cultural	contexts	to	
problematise	our	own	taken-for-granted	disciplinary	assumptions.		
 The results	of	this	dissertation	have	important	relevance	to	anthropological	understandings	
of	social	and	cultural	change	and	to	the	wider	sub-fields	of	postsocialist	studies	and	Inner	
Asian	societies.	Firstly,	by	developing	a	new	approach	to	postsocialism	this	can	usefully	be	
applied	to	other	postsocialist	contexts.	Secondly,	by	developing	a	new	approach	to	change	
more	generally	it	has	relevance	to	other	ethnographic	contexts	as	well.	In	fact,	I	argue	that	it	is	
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essential	that	others	apply	this	approach	to	other	cultural	settings,	adapting	it	and	to	reveal	
possible	limitations.	Thirdly,	the	results	have	relevance	for	recent	theoretical	debates	
concerning	the	anthropology	of	skill,	practice,	and	embodied	learning.	By	developing	a	more	
processual	approach	to	the	transmission	of	skills	the	dissertation	offers	a	critical	example	of	
how	we	might	use	our	ethnography	to	problematise	normative	assumptions	of	social	change	
and	critique	the	enduring	legacies	of	modernist	teleological	metanarratives.	Fourthly,	the	
results	have	relevance	for	phenomenological	approaches	within	anthropology	and	the	social	
sciences.	There	remains	a	widespread	assumption	that	phenomenological	approaches	often	fail	
to	capture	the	political	and	economic	context	in	which	human	beings	experience	the	world,	and	
therefore	remain	ill-equipped	to	describing	the	changing	circumstances	in	which	skills	are	
taught	and	learnt.	I	began	this	research	in	agreement	with	this	critique	but	have	attempted	to	
show	that	by	extending	the	concept	of	enskilment	to	include	polydirectional	transformations	of	
skill	we	are	afforded	a	useful	lens	through	which	to	combine	phenomenological	descriptions	of	
everyday	life	with	wider	processes	of	economic	and	political	change.	This	political-economy	of	
skill	moves	beyond	purely	theoretical	considerations	and	demonstrates	how	
phenomenological	approaches	can	be	applied	to	real-world	ethnographic	contexts,	and	I	
suggest	this	should	be	further	developed	in	other	settings.		
	 The	results	of	the	dissertation	also	have	implications	for	policy	and	development,	both	at	a	
state	and	non-governmental	level.	While	Mongolia	is	often	characterised	as	one	of	the	success	
stories	following	the	collapse	of	state	socialism	it	continues	to	face	substantial	challenges,	
particularly	in	terms	of	economic	restructuring,	environmental	degradation	and	corollary	
effects,	as	well	as	life	in	Ulaanbaatar’s	ger	districts	(Meng	2001).	This	dissertation	has	shown	
how	people	experience	these	challenges	in	complex	and	variegated	ways,	which	often	
problematise	the	normative	assumptions	of	economists,	development	agencies,	and	state	
actors.	It	also	points,	however,	to	potential	solutions	by	emphasising	the	social	and	existential	
importance	of	skills,	and	thus	suggests	that	policies	should	be	developed	which	recognise	their	
value	and	support	ways	in	which	they	can	be	maintained	and	adapted	in	contexts	of	change.	
There	are	a	large	number	of	non-governmental	organisations	working	in	Mongolia	who	
recognise	the	challenges	faced	by	people	in	the	postsocialist	context,	and	for	whom	the	results	
of	the	dissertation	should	have	immediate	practical	relevance.		
	 Of	course,	there	are	a	number	of	limitations	that	can	be	drawn	from	the	dissertation.	The	
most	notable	is	that	in	prioritising	a	phenomenological	approach	the	results	are	drawn	from	a	
relatively	small	sample	of	people.	This	is	a	common	limitation	in	anthropological	research	but	
perhaps	more	pronounced	in	phenomenologically	orientated	studies	which	focus	on	
individuals	and	households	over	an	extended	period	of	time.	I	sought	to	counter	this	by	
spending	time	with	multiple	kinds	of	actors	in	varying	social	and	economic	circumstances	in	
different	locations,	though	this	itself	could	be	seen	as	problematic	given	the	wide	range	of	my	
ethnographic	research.	I	suggest	it	would	be	beneficial	to	scale	up	the	research	to	include	a	
broader	cross	section	of	Mongolian	society,	including	newly	middle-class	citizens	living	in	
urban	centres	such	as	government	officials,	employees	of	mining	companies,	and	development	
organisations,	for	whom	different	types	of	skills	are	necessary	and	could	be	analysed.	This	
raises	broader	questions	concerning	the	scale	of	analysis	in	anthropological	research	and	the	
value	of	phenomenologically	orientated	approaches.	I	maintain	that	a	focus	on	a	smaller	
number	of	individuals	and	households	is	essential	for	observing	processes	of	enskilment	and	
deskilment,	and	to	properly	understand	the	everyday	relationships	between	people	through	
which	skills	come	to	be	taught	and	learnt,	as	well	as	lost,	contested,	and	transformed	in	
contexts	of	change.	I	argue	that	presenting	one’s	ethnographic	material	via	the	notion	of	
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‘communities	of	practice’	(Lave	and	Wenger	1998)	is	a	useful	approach,	whereby	skills	can	be	
observed	processually	described	ethnographically	in	the	social	contexts	of	their	
transformation.	A	second	limitation	concerns	the	hermeneutic	framework	itself.	As	my	focus	
was	on	the	maintenance	and	transformation	of	everyday	skills	it	is	arguably	difficult	to	
demarcate	which	particular	skills	are	important	in	any	cultural	context,	particularly	as	I	have	
argued	for	a	collapsing	of	the	distinction	between	so-called	high	skills	and	low	skills	of	daily	
life.	I	suggest	that	if	researchers	apply	the	framework	to	other	ethnographic	settings	they	
adopt	a	context	specific	approach	by	identifying	particular	regional	and	culturally-embedded	
skills	suitable	to	that	location.	This	would	offer	alternate	case	studies	for	the	analysis	of	skill	
and	social	change,	as	well	as	further	the	discussion	of	the	relationship	between	everyday	skills	
and	wider	social	life.		
	
	
(Figure	72.	“Like	pearls	on	a	sea	of	green	velvet”	–	the	precariousness	of	life	on	the	Mongolian	steppe	–	photo	by	the	author)	
	
	
Postscript	
In	the	years	since	completing	my	fieldwork	the	situation	in	Mongolia	has	arguably	worsened	
for	the	majority	of	the	population.	The	country	has	experienced	rising	inflation,	increased	
corruption	and	government	mismanagement,	as	well	as	a	lack	of	stable	employment	and	
opportunities.	These	have	combined	to	make	large	numbers	of	people	highly	uncertain	about	
their	future	and	it	is	commonplace	today	to	hear	people	describe	themselves	as	somehow	“lost	
in	the	transition”	(also	see	Pedersen	2017).	This	seems	to	confirm	the	findings	of	my	
dissertation	that	the	advent	of	the	““Age	of	the	Market””	cannot	be	understood	in	teleological	
terms.	It	also	confirms	the	need	for	in-depth	ethnographic	accounts	of	the	everyday	
experiences	of	postsocialist	change	in	order	to	better	understand	how	people	practically	cope	
living	in	contexts	of	perpetual	transition,	as	well	as	a	revised	theoretical	approach	to	
postsocialist	studies	which	account	for	the	nonlinear	experiences	of	people	themselves.		
I	hope	that	this	research	may	serve	as	a	useful	lens	through	which	to	situate	people’s	
experiences	of	postsocialist	change,	but	also	for	other	researchers	and	policy	makers	to	
recognise	the	fundamental	role	of	skills	as	the	foundation	of	these	experiences.	As	I	have	
attempted	to	show	skill	is	not	only	the	locus	of	how	people	experience	change,	but	is	also	the	
creative	capacity	through	which	they	flexibly	engage	with	the	manifestations	of	such	change.	In	
this	way,	the	focus	is	shifted	towards	people	learning	and	adjusting	their	skills	while	making	
their	way	through	the	world	and,	in	the	process,	skills	are	seen	as	the	imaginative	potential	
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through	which	people	actively	engage	with	the	changing	constituents	of	their	lifeworlds.	Here	a	
focus	on	skills	offers	one	possible	route	out	of	the	agency-structure	dichotomy,	and	must	be	
better	considered	in	future	studies	if	we	are	to	understand	the	relationship	between	abstract	
political	and	economic	processes	(such	as	“postsocialism”)	and	how	they	are	embodied,	
experienced,	and	rendered	meaningful	by	people	in	their	everyday	lives.	I	see	a	useful	potential	
between	the	political-economy	of	skill	developed	in	this	dissertation	and	the	recent	
anthropology	of	hope	articulated	in	other	ethnographic	contexts	(Miyazaki	2006a,	2006b;	Hage	
2003;	also	see	Pedersen	2017).	Reflecting	on	my	own	friends	and	interlocutors	I	myself	remain	
hopeful	that	they	will	continue	to	adapt	and	transpose	their	skills	in	the	face	of	increasing	
uncertainty	and	precarity,	as	well	as	continue	to	give	meaning	to	their	lives	through	enskilment	
and	the	informal	apprenticeships	which	constitute	their	everyday	existence.			
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Summary		
 
 
How	do	Mongolian	herders	and	rural	dwellers	experience	social	and	cultural	change	
twenty	years	after	the	postsocialist	transition?		
	
How	can	skill	offer	a	useful	lens	to	better	understand	people’s	experiences	of	
postsocialist	change?	
	
Keywords:	
Postsocialism,	Skill,	Social	Change,	Herding,	New	Technologies,	Ontology,	Sedentarisation,	
Urbanisation,	Mongolia	
	
At	the	most	general	level,	this	dissertation	is	about	postsocialist	change.	Or,	more	specifically,	it	
is	about	how	people	living	in	a	remote	part	of	Northern	Mongolia	have	experienced	the	recent	
changes	to	have	occurred	over	the	last	ten	to	fifteen	years	since	the	postsocialist	transition.	My	
main	argument	is	that	while	Mongolia’s	postsocialist	transition	occurred	over	twenty	years	ago	
it	is	not	at	all	clear	what	has	come	after	socialism,	or	how	we	as	anthropologists	might	
conceptualise	the	contradictory,	fuzzy,	and	often	reversible	experiences	of	people	during	the	
so-called	postsocialist	period.	To	this	end	I	develop	in	this	dissertation	a	new	hermeneutic	
framework	for	elucidating	the	polydirectional	experience	of	postsocialist	change,	taking	the	
form	of	an	extension	of	Tim	Ingold’s	(2000,	2001)	concept	of	enskilment	–	and	inspired	by	a	
broader	anthropology	of	skill	and	practice	(Marchand	2008;	Portisch	2009;	Gieser	2008,	2014;	
Chaiklin	&	Lave	1996;	Coy	1989;	Harris	2005,	2007;	Grasseni	2009;	Downey	2005;	Froerer	&	
Portisch	2012;	Van	Ede	2009,	as	well	as	the	comparative	literature	on	postsocialism	(Berdahl	
1999;	Borneman	1997;	Hann	1994;	Verdery	1996,	2003;	Berdahl	et	al.	2000;	Kideckel	1993;	
Humphrey	2002)	and	de-modernisation	in	Africa	(Geschiere,	et	al.	2008)	–	combined	with	a	
critique	of	the	teleological	metanarratives	which	underpin	normative	conceptualisations	of	
change	(Ferguson	1999;	Mosse	2005;	Tsing	2005;	Arce	&	Long	2000;	Garden	&	Lewis	1996;	
Inda	&	Rosaldo	2001).	I	argue	that	these	metanarratives	fail	to	capture	the	full	spectrum	of	co-
existing	variations	as	they	are	experienced	by	people	in	the	late	postsocialist	context	-	
including	the	differentiation	within	individual	communities	and	between	the	generations,	non-
linear	changes,	transformations	and	transpositions,	as	well	as	non-teleological	reversals	-	
specifically	because	of	their	implicit	allusion	to	the	teleological	metanarrative	of	
‘modernisation’,	the	hidden	trajectories	inherent	within	related	concepts	such	as	
‘globalisation’,	‘marketisation’,	‘sedentarisation’,	and	‘urbanisation’,	as	well	as	the	broader	
teleological	doxa	of	change	which	remains	embedded	within	much	academic	discourse.	In	
opposition	to	this	I	develop	a	processual	and	polydirectional	perspective	grounded	in	skilled	
practice,	which	envisions	the	transmission	of	skills	as	not	only	being	re/produced	between	the	
generations	(Ingold	2000),	but	also	new	skills	learnt	in	articulation	with	change,	as	well	as	
skills	that	are	lost,	forgotten,	transformed,	adapted,	and	transposed	in	relation	to	transforming	
social,	economic,	and	political	contexts.	By	extending	skill	in	this	way	and	observing	
transformations	in	skilled	practice	I	argue	that	we	are	afforded	better	insight	into	the	
polydirectional	experiences	characteristic	of	the	late	postsocialist	context,	and	which	can	
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better	reveal	a	more	diverse	range	of	processes	as	they	are	experienced	by	people	in	their	
everyday	lives.		
	 Here	I	use	this	hermeneutic	framework	to	investigate	different	aspects	of	social	life	as	I	
encountered	them	during	my	fieldwork	in	Mongolia	between	2012-2013,	including	herding	
strategies,	hunting	and	ontological	presuppositions,	uses	of	new	technologies,	trans-frontier	
trading,	and	the	migration	of	people	from	rural	areas	to	the	capital	city.	In	each	case	I	describe	
the	transformations	in	skilled	practice	and	problematise	what	I	see	to	be	four	major	narratives	
which	influence	normative	conceptualisations	of	change:	namely,	the	relationship	between	
‘tradition’	and	‘modernity’	and	the	teleology	of	temporality;	‘globalisation’	and	the	teleology	of	
technological	innovation;	the	advent	of	‘marketisation’	and	the	transition	from	socialism	to	
capitalism;	and	the	rural-urban	dichotomy	as	epitomised	in	the	concepts	of	‘sedentarisation’	
and	‘urbanisation’.	In	the	process,	I	demonstrate	how	a	consideration	of	people’s	skills	allows	
one	to	prioritise	the	lived-experience	of	change	and	reveal	the	non-linear	experiences	brought	
about	by	the	postsocialist	transition,	as	well	as	the	mutual	co-existence	between	continuity	and	
change	in	the	re/production	of	social	life.	In	this	regard,	the	dissertation	should	also	be	seen	as	
a	critical	reflection	on	how	we	as	anthropologists	think	about	change	in	both	explicit	and	
implicit	ways,	where	I	use	the	ethnographic	particularities	of	life	in	Mongolia	to	problematise	
normative	assumptions	and	critique	the	enduring	legacies	of	modernist	teleological	
metanarratives.	
	 In	Chapter	1	I	describe	the	most	fundamental	aspects	of	herding	life	and	showed	how	these	
come	to	be	taught	and	learnt	between	the	generations,	specifically	through	the	informal	
apprenticeships	within	herding	households	and	the	intimate	relations	between	human	beings	
and	herd	animals.	In	Chapter	2	I	describe	how	herding	life	intersected	with	the	collapse	of	state	
socialism	and	the	return	to	a	subsistence	economy,	as	well	the	corollary	changes	associated	
with	the	postsocialist	transition	such	as	the	advent	of	marketisation	and	shifting	relations	
between	the	mobile	and	settled	sections	of	rural	life.	I	show	how	these	changes	have	
manifested	at	the	level	of	skilled	practice	and	how	they	are	experienced	by	herders	in	
polydirectional	ways.	In	the	process,	I	problematise	the	assumption	that	change	occurs	as	a	
linear	process	from	‘tradition’	to	‘modernity’,	emphasising	instead	peoples’	non-linear	
experiences	and	the	permeable	divisions	between	the	presocialist,	socialist,	and	postsocialist	
contexts.	In	chapter	3	I	explore	the	use	of	new	technologies	and	how	they	were	incorporated	
into	herding	practices,	generating	alternate	livelihood	strategies,	and	resulting	in	wider	
changes	in	social	life.	I	argue	that	while	notions	of	technological	change	have	long	been	tied	to	
the	teleological	metanarrative	of	modernisation	it	is	important	to	emphasise	the	
polydirectional	ways	in	which	herders	experience	technological	change.	Here	I	show	how	
motorcycles,	solar	panels,	and	mobile	phones	are	not	experienced	as	a	transition	from	
‘tradition’	to	‘modernity’,	as	a	singular	‘improvement’,	or	as	replacing	pre-existing	technologies	
in	a	uniform	way,	but	rather,	from	within	the	context	of	the	postsocialist	transition	and	the	
return	to	a	subsistence	economy	-	as	simultaneously	providing	benefits	and	disadvantages,	
producing	losses	and	gains,	and	resulting	in	enskilment	and	deskilment.	In	chapter	4	I	consider	
the	ontological	presuppositions	of	my	interlocutors	within	the	context	of	taiga	based	hunting	
and	ritual	practices.	I	describe	the	skills	associated	with	these	and	elucidated	the	ways	in	
which	novices	come	to	learn	via	participation,	as	well	as	how	these	skills	are	intertwined	with	
those	of	‘properly’	relating	to	nonhuman	agencies.	I	show	how	people’s	ontological	
presuppositions	have	intersected	with	both	the	collapse	of	state	socialism	and	the	advent	of	a	
market	economy,	contributing	to	recent	theoretical	debates	concerning	multiple	ontologies	
and	the	revitalisation	of	the	concept	of	‘animism’.	Here	I	problematise	what	I	see	to	be	a	
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teleological	narrative	and	argued	for	a	processual	conceptualisation	of	ontology	based	on	
skilled	practice,	whereby	experiences	and	understandings	about	‘what	exists’	come	to	be	
generated	through	cumulative	processes	of	enskilment	and	deskilment.		In	chapter	5	I	explore	
trans-frontier	trading	in	articulation	with	herding	life.	By	following	the	journeys	two	trans-
frontier	traders	I	describe	their	everyday	practices	and	how	they	not	only	afforded	new	
opportunities	but	also	demanded	new	skills,	including	the	flexible	transposition	of	pre-existing	
skills	into	new	contexts.	In	the	process,	I	demonstrate	how	informal	trading	cannot	be	
understood	as	a	transition	from	pre-capitalist	(or	socialist)	to	a	capitalist	economy,	or	from	the	
‘logic’	of	the	neoliberal	market	and	the	purportedly	universal	goal	of	capital	maximisation.	
Instead	they	remain	intertwined	with	non-economic	factors	such	as	maintaining	social	
obligations	(hariutslaga),	ontological	presuppositions	and	experiences	of	the	soul	(suld),	as	
well	as	culturally-specific	understandings	of	wealth	and	capital.	Finally,	in	Chapter	6	I	explore	
the	migration	of	herding	households	to	the	capital	city,	describing	the	process	of	rural	to	urban	
migration	and	the	everyday	experiences	of	life	in	the	ger-districts.	I	show	how	these	are	
fundamentally	tied	to	the	learning	of	new	skills	and	the	transposition	of	existing	skills	into	the	
urban	context.	I	also	consider	the	new	problems	and	restrictions	associated	with	life	in	the	ger-
districts	and	how	these	come	to	manifest	at	the	level	of	skilled	practice.	Here	I	show	how	for	
some	people	this	is	characterised	by	an	inability	to	learn	new	skills,	processes	of	deskilment,	as	
well	as	the	failure	of	pre-existing	skills	to	be	transposed	in	the	new	urban	context.	In	the	
process,	I	push	the	hermeneutic	framework	further	to	reveal	the	relationship	between	skills	
and	people’s	sense	of	existential	security,	developing	what	I	called	a	political-economy	of	skill	
and	demonstrating	how	processes	of	social,	economic,	and	political	change	can	tracked	and	
traced	at	the	level	of	human	embodiment	and	experience.		
	 The	wider	conclusions	which	I	have	drawn	from	this	research	are	multiple.	Firstly,	that	
Mongolia’s	transition	to	postsocialism	has	not	unfolded	as	first	predicted,	either	by	the	state,	
international	donor	agencies,	non-governmental	organisations,	and	ordinary	Mongolians.	For	
most	people	life	continues	to	be	constrained	by	the	limitations	of	living	in	a	rural	society,	
refracted	through	new	contradictions	associated	with	Mongolia’s	struggling	economy.	My	
second	finding	is	that	especially	for	herding	households	their	experiences	of	postsocialism	
cannot	not	be	reduced	to	any	teleological	process,	but	are	instead	characterised	by	a	range	of	
non-linear,	co-existing,	and	often	reversible	processes	which	problematised	normative	
assumptions.	My	third	conclusion	is	that	in	order	to	fully	understand	how	people	experience	
life	in	the	late	postsocialist	context	it	is	essential	to	develop	new	ways	of	thinking	and	writing	
outside	the	familiar	metanarratives.	I	showed	that	in	order	to	take	the	non-linear,	non-
teleological	experiences	of	people	seriously	we	require	different	theoretical	and	
methodological	tools,	ones	which	are	able	to	capture	simultaneously	both	positive	and	
negative	transformations,	advances	and	reversals,	changes	and	continuities.	My	fourth	
conclusion	is	of	a	more	theoretical	kind.	Namely,	that	there	are	important	implications	that	a	
person,	after	becoming	accomplished	in	a	particular	set	of	skills,	is	forced	into	a	context	where	
those	skills	are	no	longer	applicable	or	have	their	value	reduced.	Here	I	explored	the	social	and	
existential	implications	of	people	losing	or	forgetting	certain	skills,	and	debated	how	they	go	
about	re-embodying,	re-inventing,	and	re-imagining	new	skills	in	contexts	of	social	change.	I	
argue	that	this	goes	to	the	heart	of	any	analysis	of	social	change	and	therefore	demands	of	us	as	
anthropologists	that	we	trace	the	losses,	transformations,	and	transpositions	of	skills	as	people	
encounter	change	and	attempt	to	cope	with	their	lives.	Finally,	the	dissertation	also	offered	a	
critical	reflection	on	how	we	think	about	change	in	both	explicit	and	implicit	ways,	and	how	we	
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might	use	our	ethnographic	material	from	different	social	and	cultural	contexts	to	
problematise	our	own	taken-for-granted	disciplinary	assumptions.		
 The results	of	this	dissertation	have	important	relevance	to	anthropological	understandings	
of	social	and	cultural	change	and	to	the	wider	sub-fields	of	postsocialist	studies	and	Inner	
Asian	societies.	Firstly,	by	developing	a	new	approach	to	postsocialism	this	can	usefully	be	
applied	to	other	postsocialist	contexts.	Secondly,	by	developing	a	new	approach	to	change	
more	generally	it	has	relevance	to	other	ethnographic	contexts	as	well.	In	fact,	I	argue	that	it	is	
essential	that	others	apply	this	approach	to	other	cultural	settings,	adapting	it	and	to	reveal	
possible	limitations.	Thirdly,	the	results	have	relevance	for	recent	theoretical	debates	
concerning	the	anthropology	of	skill,	practice,	and	embodied	learning.	By	developing	a	more	
processual	approach	to	the	transmission	of	skills	the	dissertation	offers	a	critical	example	of	
how	we	might	use	our	ethnography	to	problematise	normative	assumptions	of	social	change	
and	critique	the	enduring	legacies	of	modernist	teleological	metanarratives.	Fourthly,	the	
results	have	relevance	for	phenomenological	approaches	within	anthropology	and	the	social	
sciences.	There	remains	a	widespread	assumption	that	phenomenological	approaches	often	fail	
to	capture	the	political	and	economic	context	in	which	human	beings	experience	the	world,	and	
therefore	remain	ill-equipped	to	describing	the	changing	circumstances	in	which	skills	are	
taught	and	learnt.	I	began	this	research	in	agreement	with	this	critique	but	have	attempted	to	
show	that	by	extending	the	concept	of	enskilment	to	include	polydirectional	transformations	of	
skill	we	are	afforded	a	useful	lens	through	which	to	combine	phenomenological	descriptions	of	
everyday	life	with	wider	processes	of	economic	and	political	change.	This	political-economy	of	
skill	moves	beyond	purely	theoretical	considerations	and	demonstrates	how	
phenomenological	approaches	can	be	applied	to	real-world	ethnographic	contexts,	and	I	
suggest	this	should	be	further	developed	in	other	settings.		
	 The	results	of	the	dissertation	also	have	implications	for	policy	and	development,	both	at	a	
state	and	non-governmental	level.	While	Mongolia	is	often	characterised	as	one	of	the	success	
stories	following	the	collapse	of	state	socialism	it	continues	to	face	substantial	challenges,	
particularly	in	terms	of	economic	restructuring,	environmental	degradation	and	corollary	
effects,	as	well	as	life	in	Ulaanbaatar’s	ger	districts	(Meng	2001).	This	dissertation	has	shown	
how	people	experience	these	challenges	in	complex	and	variegated	ways,	which	often	
problematise	the	normative	assumptions	of	economists,	development	agencies,	and	state	
actors.	It	also	points,	however,	to	potential	solutions	by	emphasising	the	social	and	existential	
importance	of	skills,	and	thus	suggests	that	policies	should	be	developed	which	recognise	their	
value	and	support	ways	in	which	they	can	be	maintained	and	adapted	in	contexts	of	change.	
There	are	a	large	number	of	non-governmental	organisations	working	in	Mongolia	who	
recognise	the	challenges	faced	by	people	in	the	postsocialist	context,	and	for	whom	the	results	
of	the	dissertation	should	have	immediate	practical	relevance.		
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Samenvatting	
	
Hoe	ervaren	Mongoolse	herders	en	anderen	sociale	en	culturele	veranderingen	
twintig	jaar	na	de	postsocialistische	overgang?	
	
Hoe	kan	vaardigheid	een	bruikbare	lens	bieden	om	de	ervaringen	van	mensen	
met	postsocialistische	verandering	beter	te	begrijpen?	
	
Trefwoorden:	
Postsocialisme,	vaardigheid,	sociale	verandering,	het	hoeden	van	vee,	nieuwe	
technologieën,	ontologie,	sedentarisatie,	verstedelijking,	Mongolië	
	
Op	het	meest	algemene	niveau	gaat	dit	proefschrift	over	postocialistische	verandering.	Of,	
meer	in	het	bijzonder,	het	gaat	over	hoe	mensen	in	een	afgelegen	deel	van	Noord-Mongolië	de	
recente	veranderingen	hebben	meegemaakt	die	zich	hebben	voorgedaan	in	de	laatste	tien	tot	
vijftien	jaar	sinds	de	postsocialistische	overgang.	Mijn	belangrijkste	argument	is	dat,	terwijl	de	
postocialistische	overgang	van	Mongolië	meer	dan	twintig	jaar	geleden	plaatsvond,	het	
helemaal	niet	duidelijk	is	wat	er	na	het	socialisme	is	gekomen,	of	hoe	wij	als	antropologen	de	
contradictoire,	vage	en	vaak	omkeerbare	ervaringen	van	mensen	tijdens	de	zogenaamde	
postsocialistische	periode	zouden	kunnen	conceptualiseren.	Hiertoe	ontwikkel	ik	in	dit	
proefschrift	een	nieuw	hermeneutisch	raamwerk	voor	het	ophelderen	van	de	ervaring	van	
postocialistische	verandering	in	meerdere	verschillende	richtingen,	in	de	eerste	plaats	door	
een	uitbreiding	van	Tim	Ingold's	(2000,	2001)	concept	van	enskilment,	maar	ook	geïnspireerd	
door	een	bredere	antropologie	van	vaardigheden	in	de	praktijk	en	de	vergelijkende	literatuur	
over	postsocialisme	en	de-modernisering	in	Afrika	(Geschiere,	et	al.	2008)	die	ik	combineer	
met	een	kritiek	op	de	teleologische	meta-narratieven	die	ten	grondslag	liggen	aan	normatieve	
opvattingen	van	verandering	(Ferguson	1999;	Mosse	2005;	Tsing	2005;	Arce	&	Long)	2000;	
Garden	&	Lewis	1996;	Inda	&	Rosaldo	2001).	Ik	beargumenteer	dat	deze	metanarratieven	er	
niet	in	slagen	om	het	volledige	spectrum	van	naast	elkaar	bestaande	variaties	van	
veranderingen	te	vangen	zoals	ze	worden	ervaren	door	mensen	in	de	late	postsocialistische	
context	-	inclusief	de	differentiatie	binnen	individuele	gemeenschappen	en	tussen	de	
generaties,	niet-lineaire	veranderingen,	transformaties	en	transposities,	evenals	als	niet-
teleologische	omkeringen	-	met	name	omdat	ze	impliciet	terugvallen	op	het	teleologische	
metanarratief	van	'modernisering',	op	vergelijkbare	lineaire	trajecten	verborgen	in	verwante	
concepten	zoals	'globalisering',	'marktwerking',	'sedentarisatie'	en	'verstedelijking',	en	op	de	
bredere	teleologische	doxa	van	verandering	die	ingebed	blijven	in	een	groot	deel	van	het	
academisch	discours.	In	tegenstelling	hiermee	ontwikkel	ik	een	procesmatig	perspectief	van	
meerdere	richtingen	dat	gebaseerd	is	op	praktijken	van	vakkundige	vaardigheden,	waarbij	
vaardigheden	in	de	overdracht	tussen	de	generaties	niet	alleen	opnieuw	worden	uitgevonden	
(Ingold	2000),	maar	ook	afstemmen	op	nieuwe	vaardigheden	die	tijdens	de	veranderingen	
werden	geleerd,	evenals	op	vaardigheden	die	verloren,	vergeten,	getransformeerd,	aangepast	
en	getransponeerd	leken	te	zijn	in	de	nieuwe	sociale,	economische	en	politieke	contexten	die	
zich	aandienden.	Door	ons	begrip	van	vaardigheid	op	deze	manier	uit	te	breiden	en	
transformaties	in	vakkundige	praktijken	te	analyseren,	beargumenteer	ik	dat	we	een	beter	
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inzicht	kunnen	krijgen	in	de	meervoudige	veranderingen	van	ervaringen	die	karakteristiek	zijn	
voor	de	late	postsocialistische	context,	en	die	een	meer	divers	scala	aan	processen,	zoals	deze	
worden	ervaren	door	mensen	in	hun	omgeving	dagelijks	leven,	moet	kunnen	onthullen.	
	 Ik	gebruik	dit	hermeneutische	raamwerk	om	verschillende	aspecten	van	het	sociale	leven	te	
onderzoeken,	zoals	ik	deze	tegenkwam	tijdens	mijn	veldwerk	in	Mongolië	in	2012	en	2013:	
strategieën	van	het	hoeden	van	vee,	jachtstrategieën,	de	ontologische	vooronderstellingen	
achter	de	jacht,	het	gebruik	van	nieuwe	technologieën,	de	nieuwe	grensoverschrijdende	handel	
en	de	migratie	van	mensen	van	het	platteland	naar	de	hoofdstad.	In	elk	geval	beschrijf	ik	de	
transformaties	in	de	vakkundige	praktijk	en	problematiseer	ik	wat	ik	zie	als	de	vier	
belangrijkste	verhalen	die	de	normatieve	conceptualisaties	van	verandering	beïnvloeden:	de	
relatie	tussen	'traditie'	en	'moderniteit'	en	de	lineaire	teleologie	van	tijd;	'globalisering'	en	de	
teleologie	van	technologische	innovatie;	de	opkomst	van	'marktwerking'	en	de	overgang	van	
socialisme	naar	kapitalisme;	en	de	dichotomie	van	het	platteland	en	de	stad	zoals	belichaamd	
in	de	concepten	'sedentarisatie'	en	'verstedelijking'.	In	dit	proces	laat	ik	zien	hoe	de	studie	van	
vakkundige	menselijke	vaardigheden	ons	in	staat	stelt	om	prioriteit	te	geven	aan	de	door	
mensen	beleefde	ervaring	van	verandering,	om	de	niet-lineaire	ervaringen	te	onthullen	die	tot	
stand	zijn	gebracht	door	de	postsocialistische	transitie,	en	om	de	wederzijdse	co-existentie	
tussen	continuïteit	en	verandering	in	de	re/productie	van	het	sociale	leven	te	laten	zien.	In	dit	
opzicht	moet	het	proefschrift	ook	worden	gezien	als	een	kritische	reflectie	op	hoe	wij	als	
antropologen	zowel	expliciet	als	impliciet	nadenken	over	verandering,	waarbij	ik	de	
etnografische	bijzonderheden	van	het	leven	in	Mongolië	gebruik	om	normatieve	aannames	the	
problematiseren	en	kritiek	te	leveren	op	de	duurzame	erfenis	van	modernistische	
teleologische	metanarratieven.	
	 In	hoofdstuk	1	beschrijf	ik	de	meest	fundamentele	vaardigheden	van	het	hoeden	van	dieren	
en	laat	zien	hoe	deze	worden	onderwezen	en	geleerd	van	de	ene	generatie	op	de	andere,	met	
name	door	de	informele	leertijd	in	huishoudens	van	herders	en	de	intieme	relaties	tussen	
mensen	en	kuddedieren.	In	hoofdstuk	2	beschrijf	ik	hoe	het	leven	van	herders	doorbroken	
werd	door	de	ineenstorting	van	het	staatssocialisme	en	de	terugkeer	naar	een	
zelfvoorzienende	economie,	evenals	de	veranderingen	die	voortvloeiden	uit	de	
postsocialistische	transitie,	zoals	de	opkomst	van	de	markt	en	de	verschuivende	relaties	tussen	
de	nomadische	en	sedentaire	elementen	van	het	leven	op	het	platteland.	Ik	laat	zien	hoe	deze	
veranderingen	zich	in	meervoudige	richtingen	hebben	gemanifesteerd	op	het	ervaringsniveau	
van	de	beoefening	van	vaardigheden	door	herders.	Daarbij	problematiseer	ik	de	
veronderstelling	dat	verandering	optreedt	als	een	lineair	proces	van	'traditie'	naar	
'moderniteit'	en	leg	in	plaats	daarvan	de	nadruk	op	de	niet-lineaire	ervaringen	van	mensen	en	
de	permeabele	scheidslijnen	tussen	de	pre-socialistische,	socialistische	en	postsocialistische	
context.	In	hoofdstuk	3	onderzoek	ik	het	gebruik	van	nieuwe	technologieën	en	hoe	deze	
worden	opgenomen	in	de	praktijk	van	het	hoeden	van	dieren,	het	genereren	van	alternatieve	
strategieën	voor	levensonderhoud,	en	hoe	ze	resulteren	in	bredere	veranderingen	in	het	
sociale	leven.	Ik	beargumenteer	dat,	ondanks	het	feit	dat	noties	van	technologische	
verandering	al	lang	verbonden	zijn	met	het	teleologische	meta-verhaal	van	modernisering,	het	
belangrijk	is	om	de	nadruk	te	leggen	op	de	meervoudige	richtingen	van	technologische	
verandering	die	herders	ervaren.	Hier	laat	ik	zien	hoe	motorfietsen,	zonnepanelen	en	mobiele	
telefoons	niet	worden	ervaren	als	een	overgang	van	'traditie'	naar	'moderniteit',	als	een	unieke	
'verbetering'	of	als	vervanging	van	reeds	bestaande	technologieën	op	een	uniforme	manier,	
maar	dat	zij,	in	de	context	van	de	postsocialistische	transitie	en	de	terugkeer	naar	een	
zelfvoorzieningseconomie	eerder	worden	ervaren	als	veranderingen	die	tegelijkertijd	voor-	en	
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nadelen	opleveren,	verliezen	en	winsten	genereren	en	leiden	tot	zowel	enskilment	als	
deskilment.	In	hoofdstuk	4	bespreek	ik	de	ontologische	vooronderstellingen	van	mijn	
gesprekspartners	die	zij	hanteren	in	de	context	van	jacht-	en	rituele	praktijken	in	de	taiga	(de	
wilde	steppe).	Ik	beschrijf	de	vaardigheden	die	hiermee	verband	houden	en	licht	toe	op	welke	
manieren	beginnelingen	deze	leren	via	participatie,	en	hoe	zij	zo	leren	om	zich	te	gedragen	
zoals	het	hoort	ten	opzichte	van	niet-menselijke	levensvormen.	Ik	laat	zien	hoe	de	ontologische	
vooronderstellingen	van	mensen	zijn	verweven	met	ideeën	over	de	ineenstorting	van	het	
staatssocialisme	en	de	opkomst	van	een	markteconomie,	en	hoe	dezelfde	vooronderstellingen	
hebben	bijgedragen	aan	recente	theoretische	debatten	over	meerdere	ontologieën	en	de	
revitalisering	van	het	concept	van	'animisme'.	Ik	problematiseer	deze	discussie	door	een	
kritiek	op	teleologische	vooronderstellingen	in	deze	discussie	en	een	pleidooi	voor	een	
processuele	conceptualisatie	van	ontologie	op	basis	van	geschoolde	praktijk,	waarbij	
ervaringen	en	inzichten	over	'wat	bestaat'	worden	gegenereerd	door	cumulatieve	processen	
van	enskilment	en	deskilment.	
	 In	hoofdstuk	5	onderzoek	ik	de	grensoverschrijdende	handel	en	hoe	deze	is	afgestemd	met	
het	pastorale	leven.	Ik	beschrijf	twee	trans-frontier-handelaren	door	hun	reis	te	volgen	en	te	
beschrijven	hoe	hun	dagelijkse	praktijken	niet	alleen	nieuwe	kansen	boden,	maar	ook	nieuwe	
vaardigheden	vereisten,	waaronder	de	flexibele	omzetting	van	reeds	bestaande	vaardigheden	
naar	nieuwe	contexten.	Zo	laat	ik	zien	hoe	informele	handel	niet	kan	worden	opgevat	als	een	
overgang	van	pre-kapitalistische	(of	socialistische)	naar	een	kapitalistische	economie,	of	van	
de	'logica'	van	de	neoliberale	markt	en	het	vermeende	universele	doel	van	
kapitaalmaximalisatie.	In	plaats	daarvan	blijven	deze	handelspraktijken	verweven	met	niet-
economische	factoren	zoals	het	handhaven	van	sociale	verplichtingen	(hariutslaga),	
ontologische	vooronderstellingen	over	en	ervaringen	van	de	ziel	(suld),	evenals	cultureel	
specifieke	afspraken	over	rijkdom	en	kapitaal.	Ten	slotte	breng	ik	in	hoofdstuk	6	de	migratie	
van	herders-huishoudens	naar	de	hoofdstad	naar	voren,	waarbij	ik	het	proces	van	migratie	van	
het	platteland	naar	de	stad	en	de	dagelijkse	ervaringen	van	het	leven	in	de	urbane	ger-
districten	beschrijf.	Ik	laat	zien	hoe	deze	fundamenteel	verbonden	zijn	met	het	leren	van	
nieuwe	vaardigheden	en	de	omzetting	van	bestaande	vaardigheden	naar	de	stedelijke	context.	
Ik	bekijk	ook	de	nieuwe	problemen	en	beperkingen	in	verband	met	het	leven	in	de	ger-
districten	en	hoe	deze	zich	manifesteren	op	het	niveau	van	kundige	praktijken.	Hier	laat	ik	zien	
dat	dit	voor	sommige	mensen	wordt	gekenmerkt	door	het	onvermogen	om	nieuwe	
vaardigheden	te	leren,	door	processen	van	deskilment,	evenals	doordat	reeds	bestaande	
vaardigheden	niet	kunnen	worden	getransponeerd	naar	de	nieuwe	stedelijke	context.	In	dit	
proces	breidt	ik	het	hermeneutische	raamwerk	verder	uit	om	de	relatie	tussen	vaardigheden	
en	het	besef	van	bestaans-veiligheid	van	mensen	boven	tafel	te	krijgen.	Zo	ontwikkel	ik	wat	
men	een	politieke	economie	van	bekwaamheid	kan	noemen,	en	laat	ik	zien	hoe	processen	van	
sociale,	economische	en	politieke	verandering	kunnen	worden	gevolgd	en	getraceerd	op	het	
niveau	van	menselijke	belichaming	en	ervaring.	
	 De	bredere	conclusies	die	ik	uit	dit	onderzoek	wil	trekken	zijn	meervoudig.	Ten	eerste	
ontvouwde	de	overgang	van	Mongolië	naar	het	postsocialisme	zich	niet	zoals	voorspeld	door	
de	staat,	door	internationale	donoragentschappen,	door	niet-gouvernementele	organisaties	en	
door	gewone	Mongolen.	Voor	de	meeste	mensen	wordt	het	leven	nog	steeds	bepaald	door	de	
beperkingen	van	het	leven	in	een	rurale	samenleving,	maar	nu	vertekend	door	nieuwe	
tegenstellingen	die	de	worstelende	economie	van	Mongolië	met	zich	meebrengt.	Ten	tweede	
blijft	de	ervaring	van	het	postsocialisme	van	met	name	herders-huishoudensocialisme	niet	
beperkt	tot	een	teleologisch	proces	in	één	richting,	maar	wordt	in	plaats	daarvan	gekenmerkt	
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door	een	reeks	niet-lineaire,	naast	elkaar	bestaande	en	vaak	omkeerbare	processen	die	zulke	
lineaire	en	normatieve	veronderstellingen	problematisch	maken.	Mijn	derde	conclusie	is	dat,	
om	volledig	te	begrijpen	hoe	mensen	het	leven	in	de	late	postsocialistische	context	ervaren,	het	
essentieel	is	om	nieuwe	manieren	van	denken	en	schrijven	te	ontwikkelen	buiten	de	bekende	
metanarratieven	om.	Ik	toon	aan	dat	om	de	niet-lineaire,	niet-teleologische	ervaringen	van	
mensen	serieus	te	nemen,	we	verschillende	theoretische	en	methodologische	instrumenten	
nodig	hebben,	die	in	staat	zijn	tegelijkertijd	zowel	positieve	als	negatieve	transformaties,	
vooruitgang	en	omkeringen,	veranderingen	en	continuïteiten	te	vangen.	Mijn	vierde	conclusie	
is	van	meer	theoretische	aard:	dat	er	belangrijke	implicaties	volgen	uit	het	feit	dat	een	persoon,	
nadat	hij	volleerd	is	in	een	bepaalde	verzameling	van	vaardigheden,	in	een	context	gedwongen	
wordt	waarin	deze	vaardigheden	niet	meer	van	toepassing	of	van	ondergeschikt	belang	zijn.	
Hier	vestig	ik	de	aandacht	op	de	sociale	en	existentiële	implicaties	voor	mensen	die	bepaalde	
vaardigheden	verliezen	of	vergeten,	en	discussiëren	over	hoe	ze	de	omgang	met	hun	omgeving	
na	deze	verandering	opnieuw	moeten	belichamen	en	heruitvinden	en	zich	nieuwe	
vaardigheden	moeten	voorstellen.	Ik	beargumenteer	dat	dit	de	kern	raakt	van	elke	analyse	van	
sociale	verandering	en	daarom	van	antropologen	eist	dat	wij	het	verlies,	de	transformatie	en	
de	transpositie	van	vaardigheden	van	mensen	die	tegen	verandering	aanlopen	en	vervolgens	
hernieuwd	proberen	om	te	gaan	met	hun	leven	moeten	traceren.	Tenslotte	biedt	het	
proefschrift	ook	een	kritische	reflectie	op	hoe	we	zowel	expliciet	als	impliciet	denken	over	
verandering,	en	hoe	we	ons	etnografische	materiaal	uit	verschillende	sociale	en	culturele	
contexten	zouden	kunnen	gebruiken	om	de	vanzelfsprekendheid	van	onze	eigen	disciplinaire	
veronderstellingen	te	problematiseren.	
	 De	resultaten	van	dit	proefschrift	zijn	relevant	en	belangrijk	voor	antropologische	inzichten	
in	sociale	en	culturele	verandering,	zeker	in	de	bredere	sub-disciplines	van	postsocialistische	
studies	en	Noord-oost-Aziatische	samenlevingen.	Ten	eerste	kunnen	zij,	door	een	nieuwe	
benadering	van	postsocialisme	te	ontwikkelen,	nuttig	worden	toegepast	op	andere	
postsocialistische	contexten.	Ten	tweede	een	nieuwe	benadering	van	sociale	verandering	in	
het	algemeen	ook	relevantie	voor	andere	etnografische	contexten.	Sterker	nog,	ik	beschouw	
het	als	essentieel	dat	anderen	deze	benadering	toepassen	op	andere	culturele	omstandigheden	
om	deze	aan	te	passen	en	mogelijke	beperkingen	er	van	te	onthullen.	Ten	derde	zijn	de	
resultaten	relevant	voor	recente	theoretische	debatten	over	de	antropologie	van	praktische	
vaardigheden	en	de	belichaming	van	leerprocessen.	Door	een	meer	procesmatige	benadering	
van	de	overdracht	van	vaardigheden	te	ontwikkelen,	biedt	het	proefschrift	een	kritisch	
voorbeeld	van	het	gebruik	van	etnografie	om	normatieve	vooronderstellingen	over	sociale	
verandering	te	problematiseren	en	ons	kritisch	op	te	stellen	tegenover	de	traditie	van	
modernistische	teleologische	metanarratieven.	Ten	vierde	zijn	de	resultaten	relevant	voor	
fenomenologische	benaderingen	binnen	de	antropologie	en	de	sociale	wetenschappen.	Er	blijft	
een	wijdverspreide	veronderstelling	dat	fenomenologische	benaderingen	vaak	niet	de	
politieke	en	economische	context	waarin	mensen	de	wereld	ervaren	kunnen	vastleggen	en	
daarom	slecht	toegerust	zijn	om	de	veranderende	omstandigheden	te	beschrijven	waarin	
vaardigheden	worden	onderwezen	en	geleerd.	Ik	begon	dit	onderzoek	in	overeenstemming	
met	deze	kritiek,	maar	heb	geprobeerd	aan	te	tonen	dat	we	door	het	concept	van	enskilment	
uit	te	breiden	naar	transformaties	van	vaardigheden	in	meerdere	richtingen	een	bruikbare	lens	
krijgen	om	fenomenologische	beschrijvingen	van	het	dagelijks	leven	te	combineren	met	
bredere	processen	van	economische	en	politieke	verandering.	Deze	politieke	economie	van	
vaardigheid	gaat	verder	dan	puur	theoretische	overwegingen	en	laat	zien	hoe	
fenomenologische	benaderingen	kunnen	worden	toegepast	op	echte	etnografische	contexten,	
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en	ik	stel	voor	dat	dit	in	andere	onderzoeksomstandigheden	verder	zou	moeten	worden	
ontwikkeld.	
	 De	resultaten	van	het	proefschrift	hebben	ook	implicaties	voor	beleid	en	ontwikkeling,	
zowel	op	staats-niveau	als	bij	niet-gouvernementele	organisaties.	Hoewel	Mongolië	vaak	wordt	
gekenmerkt	als	een	van	de	succesverhalen	na	de	ineenstorting	van	het	staatssocialisme,	staat	
het	nog	steeds	voor	grote	uitdagingen,	met	name	in	termen	van	economische	herstructurering,	
aantasting	van	het	milieu	en	negatieve	gevolgen	voor	het	leven	in	de	urbane	districten	van	
Ulaanbaatar	(Meng	2001).	Dit	proefschrift	laat	zien	hoe	mensen	deze	uitdagingen	ervaren	op	
complexe	en	gevarieerde	manieren,	die	vaak	de	normatieve	veronderstellingen	van	economen,	
ontwikkelingsorganisaties	en	statelijke	actoren	problematiseren.	Het	wijst	echter	ook	op	
mogelijke	oplossingen	door	het	sociale	en	existentiële	belang	van	vaardigheden	te	
benadrukken,	en	suggereert	daarom	dat	beleid	moet	worden	ontwikkeld	dat	hun	waarde	
erkent	en	manieren	ondersteunt	waarop	ze	in	contexten	van	verandering	kunnen	worden	
onderhouden	en	aangepast.	Er	zijn	een	groot	aantal	niet-gouvernementele	organisaties	
werkzaam	in	Mongolië	die	de	uitdagingen	waar	mensen	voor	staan	in	de	postsocialistische	
context	erkennen	en	voor	wie	de	resultaten	van	het	proefschrift	een	directe	praktische	
relevantie	zouden	kunnen	hebben.	
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Stellingen		
(Propositions)		
	
Behorende	bij	het	proefschrift	
	
1. Normative	conceptualisations	of	change	do	not	capture	the	reality	of	life	in	Mongolia	as	I	
encountered	it	during	my	fieldwork	between	2012-3.	
2. Mongolia’s	transition	to	postsocialism	has	not	unfolded	as	first	predicted,	either	by	the	
state,	international	donor	agencies,	non-governmental	organisations,	and	ordinary	
Mongolians.		
3. For	most	people	life	continues	to	be	constrained	by	the	limitations	of	living	in	a	rural	
society,	refracted	through	new	contradictions	associated	with	Mongolia’s	struggling	
economy.		
4. Especially	for	herding	households	their	experiences	of	postsocialism	cannot	not	be	reduced	
to	any	teleological	process,	but	are	instead	characterised	by	a	range	of	non-linear,	co-
existing,	and	often	reversible	processes	which	problematise	normative	assumptions.		
5. In	order	to	fully	understand	how	people	experience	life	in	the	late	postsocialist	context	it	is	
essential	to	develop	new	ways	of	thinking	and	writing	outside	the	familiar	metanarratives.		
6. Skill	offers	a	useful	lens	to	better	understand	people’s	experiences	of	postsocialist	change.	
7. Extending	Tim	Ingold’s	concept	of	enskilment	and	combining	this	with	a	critique	of	the	
teleological	metanarratives	which	underpin	normative	conceptualisations	gives	a	
processual	and	polydirectional	perspective	of	change	grounded	in	skilled	practice.		
8. My	approach	emphasises	not	only	the	transmission	of	skills	between	the	generations	but	
also	new	skills	learnt	in	articulation	with	change,	as	well	as	those	that	are	lost,	forgotten,	
transformed,	contested,	and	transposed	in	relation	to	varying	contexts	of	social,	economic,	
and	political	transformation.	
9. By	extending	skill	in	this	way	and	by	observing	transformations	in	skilled	practice,	we	are	
better	afforded	insight	into	the	polydirectional	experiences	of	the	postsocialist	context,	
including	differentiation	within	communities	and	between	the	generations,	non-linear	
changes	and	transpositions,	as	well	as	non-teleological	reversals.		
10. It	is	crucial	to	explore	the	social	and	existential	implications	of	people	losing	or	forgetting	
certain	skills,	and	how	they	go	about	re-embodying,	re-inventing,	and	re-imagining	new	
skills	in	contexts	of	social	change.		
11. Anthropologists	require	a	critical	reflection	on	how	we	think	about	change	in	explicit	and	
implicit	ways,	and	how	we	might	use	our	ethnographic	material	from	different	social	and	
cultural	contexts	to	problematise	our	own	taken-for-granted	assumptions	of	processes	of	
transformation.		
	
